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ABSTRACT 
Regional conservation planning is challenged by the complexity of cross-scalar 
interactions and the limited sphere of influence to deliberately affect social-ecological systems. 
Human and natural processes are interlinked, non-linear, and emergent. This dissertation has 
explored the application of resilience thinking to sense of place as a conceptual basis for 
envisioning ideal environmental management approaches and as a tool for guiding regional 
conservation planning. Application of place resilience to three Midwestern sites across Illinois, 
Iowa, and Wisconsin has demonstrated how meanings for rural places were embedded within 
interpretations of social-ecological functioning. This work informs rural sociology, conservation 
planning and landscape restoration. In chapter two, I looked at stakeholder narratives about the 
causes of and solutions to water pollution in northeast Wisconsin. This work focused on the ways 
that water pollution in northeastern Wisconsin was tied to the politics of who has the right to 
inhabit and use rural spaces, and how these politics were mobilized through a discourse about 
ideal rural community life. In chapter 3, I focused on measuring place meanings for rural 
landscapes on the urban fringe in Illinois and Iowa and exploring their relationship to place 
attachment. I outline a mixed-methods approach that includes interpretive qualitative research 
and positivist quantitative research. Chapter 4 integrates all three study sites through a resilience 
framework where places are complex systems that exist within domains of attraction, able to 
withstand change unless pushed towards a threshold where rapid reorganization occurs. I apply 
these concepts to assess shifting meanings for rural places. These findings provide a way to 
understand interpretations of landscape change through a resilience framework and improve 
conceptualization of the effects of environmental management in rural places. 
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CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW OF REGIONAL PLANNING AND PLACE 
RESILIENCE 
 
Introduction 
Regional landscapes encompass a variety of land uses and are beyond the boundaries 
of any one jurisdiction. They are complex systems, meaning human and natural processes are 
interlinked, unpredictable, non-linear, and emergent (Parrott and Meyer 2012). These features 
render regional conservation planning an exercise in adaptability. There are a variety of ways 
to frame the goals of regional conservation planning. From one angle, conservation planning 
is increasingly targeted at the regional levels because the expanded interconnectivity of 
environmental problems. Multi-faceted environmental problems such as climate change, 
water pollution, and biodiversity conservation touch upon many avenues of society, and 
require approaches that can get at the interrelations between system components and across 
systems. Gathering stakeholders from a regional landscape around a common goal means that 
individual actions contribute to a collective action, such as biodiversity preservation and 
fragmentation, increasing capacity for change through collective impact (Kania and Kramer 
2011).  
A not wholly unrelated angle has to do with increased efficiency through larger scale 
planning. Some stress that increasing scale of natural resource management leads to increased 
efficiency (Jacobson and Haubold 2014; Jacobson, Organ, Decker, Batcheller, and Carpenter 
2010). Efficiency, in the classic sense, implies production and movement of goods with little 
loss. Increased efficiency in contexts of conservation planning may mean trying to predict, or 
provide a range of predictions, regarding how small localized changes can have emergent 
effects across scales (Parrott and Meyer 2012). This increased predictive power provides 
increased control over the system trajectory. Relatedly, efficiency may imply resource 
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optimization, matching natural resources with the needs of people in an ecosystem services 
approach (Daily 1997).  
I believe that an overemphasis on efficiency and control in regional planning may 
lead to rigidity that makes a system vulnerable to collapse (Gunderson 2000). According to 
Anna Tsing (2012), increasing scale is a project of creating scalability in a world that is 
mostly nonscalar. Nonscalar means things transform as they expand, taking on new materials 
and relationships. Solutions to environmental problems are often constrained by reductionist 
approaches that assume smaller-level considerations can be directly aggregated and scaled up 
to larger-levels, taking on a neoclassical economic assumption of instrumentally focused 
actors at all levels. Regional values can be wholly different or even contradict individual 
utility (Kenter et al. 2015) and individuals may have preferences for landscape level growth 
that do not necessarily flow from local concerns. Thus, important methodological questions 
remain regarding whether individual assessments can be scaled-up for regional planning 
considerations, and how to represent local, regional, and global forces and priorities when 
conducting social science oriented at a regional scale.  
At times, social science has been seen as the handmaiden of scaling-up, rendering 
complex and variegated people legible (Scott 1999), thus allowing for more control through 
measurement and prediction, the checking of boxes of stakeholder involvement (Kuletz 
1998), homogenization of local perspectives (Cooke and Kothari 2001), and identifying who 
has an interest in a problem (Raymond and Knight 2013). Such an approach can miss shared 
social values, prioritize economic rationality, and downplay the important power of strong 
social institutions in driving collective action. As conservation planning expands its scope, 
balancing the ‘right’ amounts of abstraction and representation of complex systems becomes 
trickier. Larger scale projects are at increased risk of failing to represent plurality, tradeoffs, 
and the circulation of power between actors at local, regional, and extra-regional levels.  
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Regional Planning in Rural Places 
Issues related to scaling are particularly important to consider when rural places are 
part of the planning context. Rural lands account for 97% of land area, but just 19.3% of the 
American population (US Census Bureau 2016). In many planning processes, the lower 
population base of rural spaces can lead to marginalization as rural peoples are left out of 
decision-making in the interest of a larger urban or suburban population base. Furthermore, 
there are problems unique to rural places that often go unrecognized in the planning process. 
Rural communities have lower tax bases and are sparsely populated compared to urban areas; 
meaning they have a generally lower capacity to engage in collective action and to maintain 
effective formal institutions (Lobao and Kraybill 2005). Across the United States, rural areas 
are facing pressures such as exurbanization (Egan and Luloff 2000), aging populations 
(Thiede, Brown, Sanders, Glasgow, and Kulcsar 2017), increasing farm sizes, the increasing 
influence of multinational corporations on food price (Lichter and Brown 2011), 
regionalization, and amenity-based tourism (Johnson and Beale 2002). Rural residents tend to 
feel that they have distinct values from urban residents that are routinely ignored by decision 
makers (Cramer 2016).  
Land use planning is important for social and ecological resilience in rural places, 
though the sociology of rural land use planning in the United States has generally gone 
unstudied. Most studies focus on urban sprawl, though rural sprawl can occur in distinctly 
non-urban patterns, (Salamon 2003), and the few studies that have explicitly looked at the 
effect of land use planning in rural areas has found little evidence of their effective 
implementation (Kline and Alig 1999) or their ability to improve the local environment 
(Towe, Nickerson, and Bockstael 2006; Wu and Cho 2006). In some cases, local government 
officials feel unable to turn down development that infringes on private property rights (Egan 
and Luloff 2000), meaning relatively low oversight of land use changes. In other cases, land 
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use planners are from outside the community and do not adequately account for the social 
values held by rural populations. Planners may have antiquated or misinformed ideas, 
viewing rural America as some kind of “safety deposit box that stores America’s fundamental 
values,” (Lichter and Brown 2011, p.568.), leading them to appropriate, rather than 
incorporate, rural voices in the planning process (Bowen and De Master 2014). Sometimes 
this lack of understanding leads to policies that are difficult to implement. For example, some 
have suggested schemes that pay farmers not to farm are resisted by farmers because they 
prevent farmers from demonstrating farming skills that provide an important source of social 
capital in their communities (Burton, Kuczera, and Schwarz 2008). Undoubtedly, local 
governance and planning can play a beneficial role in the management of rural social-
ecological systems. Stewardship innovations such as intercropping, federal programs such as 
the US Conservation Reserve Program, precision agriculture implementation, and energy 
payments provide viable paths for resilient agricultural social-ecological systems (Corry 
2014). However, local government is often not empowered to do what is in the best interest 
of the community because so many of the forces that drive land use are extralocal and/or 
driven by individual decisions, reflecting a collective action problem.  
In some respects, rural land use seems to be driven blindly by the interaction between 
market forces and individual utility decisions. Market forces drive agricultural decisions such 
as crop type and diversity, and agricultural expansion and intensification. They also drive 
development decisions related to attracting and developing businesses. Individuals make 
decisions about whether to move in and out of rural spaces based on their individual benefits. 
Given these divergent forces, it makes sense, then, to wonder whether it is possible to 
deliberately design rural regions that are ecologically or socially sustainable, or whether 
sustainability is only something that can be achieved with reactive approaches, or through 
transformative stochastic events. Here, I highlight the impossibility of achieving the goals of 
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planning centered around efficiency and control, as land use change is far from efficient or 
easily controlled within the given capitalist system, and emphasize a shift towards resilience 
thinking. 
As will be explored in this literature review, resilience thinking represents a way of 
getting past the neoliberal logics of efficiency and optimization while still providing a basis 
for understanding the goals of conservation planning in mixed use landscapes that include 
rural spaces. Resilience thinking is useful for conservation planning in social-ecological 
systems (SES) because it moves beyond assumptions of stasis. In framing systems behavior 
as emergent and non-linear, resilience theory rejects assumptions about social-ecological 
stability and assumes constant change as the norm (Berkes and Ross 2013; Biggs, Schluter, 
and Schoon 2015; Walker and Salt 2012). It can help avoid the pitfalls of efficiency thinking, 
namely the rigidity that comes from forced stasis, which increases susceptibility to collapse 
and/or corruption. It does so by focusing on system sustainability as separate from sameness. 
It also frames local, regional, and global levels as consisting of distinct nested cycles known 
as panarchies with stabilizers at lower (faster) scales and agents of change at higher (slower) 
levels (Gunderson and Holling 2002), thus avoiding assumptions of scalability or “precision 
nested scales” (Tsing 2012). This provides the possibility of metrics of conservation success 
that allow for the variability and fluctuation of systems and impacts among multiple levels 
simultaneously.  
If the world is not neatly nested but rather consists of uniquely different processes at 
different scales, then natural resource management must take wholly different approaches to 
defining success at regional levels that can account for the distinct adaptive cycle of the 
system at hand and the forces at higher and lower cycles that have an impact. While literature 
exists that examines the forces that produce locality (Appadurai 1996), nationality (Anderson 
1983), and globality (Massey 1994), there is very little literature about the production of 
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regionality. Yet, if solutions to environmental problems are being addressed on regional 
scales, then we need some understanding of what regionality means and how it is produced. 
There is also a paucity of concepts that link the social and ecological components of complex 
systems that are well suited for the regional level. Most studies of resilience assess either 
social or ecological components rather than their relationship (Moore et al. 2014). This 
dissertation will advocate for the incorporation of place into resilience thinking as a useful 
framework for understanding regional resilience. Before a discussion of the possible 
contributions of place, three components of resilience thinking will be highlighted: resilience, 
adaptability, and transformability.  
Resilience Thinking 
SES resilience is a system’s capability for persistence (Berkes and Seixas 2005) 
through self-organization, relatively unimpeded by external pressures, and the system’s 
ability for growth, learning, and adaptation (Olsson et al. 2004). C.S. Holling first identified 
resilience as “a measure of the persistence of systems and of their ability to absorb change 
and disturbance and still maintain the same relationships between populations or state 
variables,” (Holling 1973, p.14). Holling applied resilience ecologically to fresh-water lakes 
and spruce-birch cycles to understand how systems undergo periods of change while 
maintaining some level of persistence when examined regionally (Holling 1973). At its core, 
resilience is about the relationships between parts, and not necessarily material stability. 
Resilience has been attached to a variety of research approaches and contexts (Folke 2006; 
Grimm and Wissel 1997). In addition to ecosystems, it has been applied to individuals (Paton 
and Johnston 2001), communities (Magis 2010), and social-ecological systems (Berkes, 
Colding, and Folk 2003). Psychologized meanings for resilience, dealing with the ability of 
individuals to face adversity and maintain mental wellbeing (Paton and Johnston 2001), are 
largely outside the scope of this dissertation. Community resilience is the ability of 
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communities to engage their resources to thrive in times of adversity and change (Kulig 
Edge, and Joyce 2008; Magis 2010). Community resilience relates to a sense of community 
and togetherness (Kulig et al. 2008), a sense of belonging, readiness to accept change, and 
learning (Berkes and Ross 2013). It has been suggested that resilience in rural communities 
can be strengthened by having common goals and collective processes for change (Kulig et 
al. 2008) and resilience can be seen in the ability of groups to engage in collective action 
(Robinson and Berkes 2011). Social-ecological resilience is the ability of a system to behave 
in concert as a complex adaptive system (Biggs et al. 2015; Bohensky, Evans, Anderies, 
Biggs, and Fabricius 2015). Carpenter et al. (2001) highlight three components of social-
ecological resilience: the amount of change a system can experience and still have the same 
basic structure and function, the amount of self-organization the system is capable of, and the 
amount to which the system can learn and adapt.  
I take an approach to understanding SES resilience to look for arrangements that 
allow ecological and community resilience simultaneously. While community and ecological 
resilience share similar ideas about persistence and change, it is not established that they are 
related in the real world or whether ecological resilience is actually best for community 
resilience. For example, Adger (2010) points out that in some cases, those most directly 
dependent on ecosystems are less resilient because they are more vulnerable. Similarly, 
technological control over natural resources may improve predictability and economic 
security for dependents, but lower resilience at a larger scale through increased rigidity of the 
system, making it more vulnerable to collapse. Rapid technological changes that allow for 
more efficient resource extraction and rapid socio-economic changes both have been found to 
weaken resilience (Berkes and Seixas 2003). What is of central importance for the utility of 
resilience, is figuring out arrangements that effectively link community resilience and 
ecological resilience in social-ecological systems.  
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Research centered around resilience then must contravene the idealized divide 
between objectivity and subjectivity to identify resilience of what to what (Carpenter et al. 
2001). The answer to this question is equally science and value. To identify SES resilience, 
we need to have some manageable understanding of interactions and the range of outcomes to 
understand whether particular interventions will increase resilience (Ostrom 2007). 
Complicating a definition of SES resilience, human-natural interactions differ between 
systems and SES resilience can very context dependent. Agricultural systems tend to be 
impacted by social-ecological services, or those services that are a mixed product of human 
and natural processes (Berbés-Blázquez et al. 2017) while urban systems are mediated 
through built forms and consumption preferences (Liu et al. 2007). Like other buzzwords for 
conservation, such as health and sustainability, the development of positivist approaches to 
assessing resilience should be tempered by a reflexive awareness of values.  
I would like to emphasize that resilience is often applied as a normative concept that 
is naturalized by its equivocation of social-ecological systems as operating similarly to 
ecological systems. The study of social-ecological resilience that relies on ecological 
metaphors may mask the values inherent in deciding what the researcher believes ‘should’ 
persist. Rather than focus on universal definitions of resilience, I take an approach that 
focuses on social learning as a governance mechanism capable of operationalizing resilience 
in unique contexts. The success of landscape-scale planning is precipitated on the ability of 
diverse actors to engage in concerted action. However, this often entails some sense of the 
whole in a system where knowledge is divided up among various groups of landscape users 
and experts (Norgaard 2010). Increasing scale and complexity means increasing likelihood 
that key actors are not working together. Resilience at the systems level implies multi-scalar 
goal-related activities that are also able to adapt to changes in order to ensure persistence.  
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Adaptability  
Adaptability is the ability to change responses to stressors (Moore et al. 2014) in order 
to ensure resilience (Walker, Holling, Carpenter, and Kinzig 2004). Adaptability occurs 
within cycles that are semi-autonomous, nested, and known as the panarchy (Gunderson and 
Holling 2002). Entire adaptive cycles occur within one level. Local, regional, and global 
adaptive cycles consist of distinct forces and processes. Each adaptive cycle may contain only 
a small number (three to five) of key interactions and cross-scale linkages contribute some 
information to the next higher level (slower) and stabilizing conditions for the lower (faster) 
levels (Holling 2001). Like resilience, adaptability is not an absolute and begs the question of 
adapt to what. Take, for example, the Great Lakes where many exotic species have adapted 
to survive, some becoming invasive (Egan 2017). 
In SES, adaptability is the component that relates to human management and could be 
thought of as primarily a function of humans acting to manage the system (Walker et al. 
2004). Many environmental problems are actually problems of governance (Pahl-Wostl 
2009). The adaptive cycles could also be thought of as demonstrating cycles of innovation 
(Westley et al. 2010). Nelson, Adger, and Brown (2007) see adaptation as “the decision-
making process and the set of actions undertaken to maintain the capacity to deal with future 
change or perturbations to a social-ecological system without undergoing significant changes 
in function, structural identity, or feedbacks of that system...” (p. 397). Adaptive capacity 
needs open institutions and learning (Nelson et al. 2007; Olsson, Folke, and Hahn 2004;) and 
multi-level participation (Robinson and Berkes 2011). Westley et al. (2013) suggest that 
different positions in the adaptive cycle are related to institutional arrangements that range 
from having a wide range of organizational forms and loose institutions to having few to no 
institutional forms. These positions in the adaptive cycle also require distinct ways to 
mobilize support and create change. Thus, studies of resilience might benefit from 
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considering institutional arrangements in relation to adaptation strategies and ability for 
learning.  
Adaptation is reliant on the ability to put together knowledge from different sources 
and use it to respond to changes or stressors, making social learning a critical component of 
increasing adaptive capacity (Armitage et al. 2011; Marschke and Berkes 2000; Maarlveld 
and Dangbegnon 1999; Medema, Wals, and Adamowski 2014). Social learning is social 
interaction that leads to understanding interdependencies (Muro and Jeffrey 2008) and 
creating shared social values (Fish, Burgess, Church, and Turner 2011). Different from 
information exchange, social learning includes the exploration of issue framing, perspective 
taking (Cuppen 2012), and opportunity for deliberation about reasonable actions (Daniels and 
Walker 1996). While currently under-developed and splintered (Rodela 2011), social learning 
is not a vague, open-ended learning, and can be part of a targeted approach to conservation 
planning. There are sometimes specific things that should be learned in specific points in the 
process (Medema et al. 2014), specific learners that should be involved (Armitage and 
Plummer 2008), and specific ways to assess social learning (Cuppen 2012; Schusler, Decker, 
and Pfeffer 2003). By encouraging multi-level dialogue, social learning can take seriously the 
idea that power circulates outside of just macro and central level institutions (Foucault 1980). 
It has the advantage of avoiding consensus rule or the simplification of local views into single 
perspectives (Cooke and Kothari 2001). Adaptability can be facilitated by social learning 
where actors are learning from actions and outcomes (Armitage and Plummer 2008), and 
transitioning to sustainability (Bos, Brown, and Farrelly 2013) by moving systems change 
into the realm of conscious decision-making and response to complex stressors. 
Social learning has been touted as a new policy paradigm for adaptive environmental 
management (Bulkeley and Mol 2003; Collins and Ison 2009; Ison, Röling, and Watson 
2007), connecting it as a goal of governance arrangements. Researchers continue to explore 
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how governance arrangements and techniques can increase the likelihood of social learning 
(Bos et al. 2013; Schneider, Fry, Ledermann, and Rist 2009). Effective participation includes 
deliberation, multi-level inclusivity, and networks of institutional arrangements that connect 
at various levels (Robinson and Berkes 2011). Social learning arrangements could also be 
seen as encouraging a sort of transformative dialogue across levels that avoids the 
problematic insider/outsider division of much participatory research (Cooke and Kothari 
2001). While social learning is ideal, true social learning tends to be stalled by power 
interests. Many institutions are focused on their own persistence and bound to small temporal 
levels resulting in a process of reinventing the wheel, each institution looking after their own 
interests, rather than systems learning. Social learning could also be seen as a transformative 
change agent that breaks up institutional tendencies for sameness. 
Transformability 
Transformation marks an abrupt change from the small and incremental changes in 
adaptive management to rapid change and restructuring. Transformability is the ability to 
create new systems or evolve when existing structures become too weak (Walker et al. 2004). 
In transformation, the social and ecological elements or the feedback mechanisms change 
(Moore et al. 2014; Westley et al. 2013). Conscious transformation involves preparing for 
change, navigating transition, and building resilience (2004).  It tends to start with a 
perturbation that triggers an opportunity (Moore et al. 2014). Transformation may be the 
unintentional result of crossing a threshold, or intentionally planned which tends to be more 
likely to result in desirable states (Nelson et al. 2007). However, for transformation to be 
intentional, agency must coincide with opportunity (Westley et al. 2010). Moore et al. (2014) 
write that transformations must include adaptation not confined to a single scale and that 
affects dominant feedbacks between ecosystems and social systems. Because transformation 
entails a markable shift, it can be easier to see and operationalize than resilience and adaptive 
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capacity (Sendzimir et al. 2008). In terms of governance, Loughlin (2004) outlines three 
forms of transformation: pseudo-change, incremental evolutionary transformation, and 
revolutionary transformation (2004). Institutions and leaders play a large role in navigating 
transformation and gathering momentum (Westley et al. 2013; Olsson et al. 2006). Critical 
reflection across sectors of society can lead to new institutions and strategies (Wilner et al. 
2012). The process of institutionalizing a new trajectory and routinization may be what builds 
resilience after a transformation (Olsson et al. 2006; Moore et al. 2014; Westley et al. 2013).  
Transformation is a challenge of the status quo (O’Brien 2012), and a major practical 
challenge for SES is knowing when to initiate a transformative change to avoid an 
undesirable state (Walker et al. 2004). From an ecological standpoint, the challenge of 
knowing when to choose transformation over persistence can be seen in recent debates about 
novel ecosystems (Hobbs et al. 2006; Murcia et al. 2014). Proponents of novel ecosystems 
argue that ecosystems can cross thresholds at which restoration to a former state no longer 
makes sense and they should be managed as novel systems (Hobbs et al. 2006). This idea has 
been met with contention from some who argue that it provides a rationale to give up on 
valuable historic ecosystems (Murcia et al. 2014). This is essentially a debate of when 
transformation is the better choice over persistence or adaptation. Transformability and 
resilience form a dichotomy, as transformation entails structural change and resilience entails 
persistence. Outcomes and consequences of transformation are difficult to know (O’Brien 
2012). In the panarchy, transformation at lower levels may permit the resilience of higher 
levels (Berkes and Ross 2013) and so we must also understand how transformations are 
related to the dynamics of the system and impact change across levels (Westley et al. 2013). 
Thus, transformation is another normative concept whose value is context and scale 
dependent.  
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There is no agreement on what transformation involves and most existing frameworks 
ignore power and the contested nature of transitions (Moore et al. 2014). Many have 
suggested that our assumptions, viewpoints, and norms are precisely what need transforming 
(O’Brien 2012), suggesting the importance of learning. Like adaptation, transformational 
capacity can be an outcome of social learning (Berkes and Ross 2013; Wilner et al. 2012) as 
preparing for transitions, selecting components for transformation, and developing new 
institutional arrangements need shared understandings of the systems, problems, and 
solutions (Moore et al. 2014). Transformative social learning comes from critical reflection 
(Wilner et al. 2012) and implies a process whereby perspectives and frames of reference 
become more inclusive and integrated (Mezirow 1991). Reflective processes transform 
individual’s perspectives towards being socially responsible (Percy 2005).  
Place Resilience as a framework for Rural Planning 
Defining what is distinctly ‘rural’ in order to assess rural resilience is difficult, 
particularly as rural and urban places become more intensely connected through 
regionalization. Rural as a land designation is often distinguished by low population density, 
and a heavy dependence on primary industries (Brown and Schulte 2011). While similarities 
do exist between rural places, rurality is a coarse over-simplification of the diversity that 
exists (Salamon 1992). In addition, research has recently found that rural values are more of a 
variable, rather than discreet, category (Brown and Schulte 2011). Attitudes and behaviors of 
people in urban versus rural areas has sometimes been found to be only slightly different 
(Lichter and Brown 2011). Part of this trend towards homogenization may be related to the 
increasing interconnectedness of rural and urban areas and high rate of migrants moving 
between places (Lichter and Brown 2011). Despite these complications, I will explore rural 
landscapes in the Midwest to look for the presence of a definable range of socio-cultural 
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place meanings. which can be identified and used to help inform rural conservation and 
development planning.  
If we are seeking the compatibility of community and ecological resilience, as separate 
concepts both existing in SES, we might think about contexts as places. Place includes 
physicality, location, and meaning (Gieryn 2000). Through engagements in space, people 
project their beliefs, visions, and experiences onto the physical world around them, and 
physical space is endowed with layers of human meaning that create a sense of place and also 
contribute back in a reciprocal relationship to the further shaping of space and creation of 
landscapes (Greider and Garkovich 1994). Place is considered an antidote to many 
reductionistic approaches to engaging community input because it is holistic and contextual.  
When assessing place in contexts of regional planning, it should be understood in relation 
to its embeddedness within systems of understanding and making sense of the world. Beyond 
being a backdrop for people to form their values and identity, place is an integral part of the 
process of construction. In a Heideggerian sense, place is part of ‘being-in-the-world’ where 
existence is integrally connected to the act of being, or dwelling, in place. Consciousness and 
its associated phenomena occur within contexts of dwelling or belonging in the world 
(Heidegger 1996). It is not the case that the individual exists as a discrete unit in a discrete 
world that it merely interacts with in a way that can be fully accounted for in a one-way 
service-recipient framework that many ecosystem service approaches assume (Comberti, 
Thornton, de Echeverria, and Patterson 2015; Swift, Izac and van Noordwijk 2004; Zhang, 
Rickets, Kremen, Carney, and Swinton 2007). Similarly, place is an integral part of 
lifeworlds. Lifeworlds include interconnected beliefs and assumptions that form a sort of 
logic or coherency and allow in-group understanding (Husserl 1954). This can be thought of 
as the beliefs that structure the attitudes individuals form towards the world around them. 
This relates closely to the anthropological notion of culture in which people develop shared 
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understandings through shared culture. This approach to place moves beyond the culture-
environment divide and positions place as an integral part of the construction of sociocultural 
coherency.  
Related to rural places, people absorb values and visions of rurality from cultural media, 
popular discourse, and immersion in socio-cultural systems. Socio-cultural meanings for 
rurality may be based upon indirect ideas about what it means to be rural and are not always 
formed from direct experience (Bowen and de Master 2014; Logan 1996). In mixed-use 
landscapes, rural place meanings may be centered on the contrasts, conflicts, and synergies 
with urban place meanings. Rural places are often framed in relation to rapid urbanization, 
and rural areas are often depicted to represent many of the things that have been lost through 
urbanization (Garkovich, Bokemeier, and Foote 1995; Lichter and Brown 2011). Americans 
tend to have a collective nostalgia for farming that includes reminiscing about ‘simpler’ times 
(Bowen and De Master 2014) and seeing rural places as the ‘storehouse’ of traditional values 
(Lichter and Brown 2011, p.568). From a socio-cultural perspective, while we are likely to 
see many different types of rural place systems, we are likely able to identify a few key 
components shared among many rural place meanings tied to larger cultural values about 
rurality in the United States. 
Place impacts preference for landscapes (Glover, Stewart, and Gladdys 2008; Kyle, 
Mowen, and Tarrang 2004; Larson, Freitas, and Hicks 2013; Morrison and Dowell 2015; 
Soliva 2009: Stewart, Liebert, and Larkin 2004) and can help natural resource managers 
interpret responses to natural resource management (Williams and Stewart 1998). 
Strengthening sense of place can improve motivation to protect and restore the environment 
(Chapin and Knapp 2015; Hausmann, Slotow, Burn, and Di Minin 2016; Klain and Chan 
2012;) and place-based approaches can link conservation and wellbeing (Feld and Basso 
1996; Larson et al. 2013; Stewart, Williams, and Kruger 2013). Place also provides the 
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opportunity to look at politics and power struggles in land use planning (Gieryn 2000). 
Politics of place-making are key to understanding how community visions of place are used 
to mobilize responses to change (Pierce, Martin, and Murphy 2011). Managing systems for 
resilience could benefit from the principles of place-based management that highlight the 
importance of meanings tied to physical spaces. 
The application of place to landscape planning is complicated by the many scales of 
place, with boundaries both physically real and constructed in the minds of people. Place 
varies in the degree to which it connects to the physical landscape itself or social relations 
maintained in that landscape (Soini, Vaarala, and Pouta 2012; Stedman 2006). Place may 
follow the boundaries of a particular park or town, or it may be carved out through 
experiences in a particular region or landscape type, often where only part of the space is 
directly known and experienced by the people who imbue it with meaning. It is the physical 
manifestation of intangible values. By combining place with resilience thinking, we can 
identify new ways to think about the relationship between the social and material components 
of systems. A key shift coming from resilience thinking is an emphasis on organization 
between parts (function) over the sameness of each part (form) (Holling 2001). Thus, 
resilience thinking means landscapes can change in their material makeup and at the same 
time remain the same functional place. What then, needs to be teased out are the principles 
that lead senses of place to cross thresholds into new place meanings. In this frame, place-
based management could be thought of as managing socio-material assemblages (Gille 2014). 
Place links people and their material surroundings, transcending the insider/outsider or 
local/global divisions in research that puts it at risk of reifying social power hierarchies 
(Cooke and Kothari 2001). By analyzing the socio-material assemblage as a unit, we can 
avoid the abstraction of cultural life as existing separately from its material conditions (Gille 
2014).  
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 Place meanings are often tied to social-ecological interactions (Masterson, Tengö, and 
Spierenburg 2017). This is particularly true for rural places, which tend to be closely 
associated with expectations for particular relationships with the environment. People tend to 
move to rural places to experience close bonds with nature (Smith and Krannich 2000) and 
people have many ideas about what one does in rural places that include hunting, fishing, and 
farming (Woods 2009). Though more people live in urban centers than rural places, surveys 
have consistently shown a preference and fondness for rural places (Kellogg Foundation, 
2002), and urbanites often ‘play’ at being rural through fairs, foraging, and hunting and 
fishing (Lichter and Brown 2011; Woods 2009). Thus, there is a strong connection between 
rural place meanings and expectations for human-environment interactions. If rural sense of 
place is connected to particular expectations for ecosystem services, we might consider 
ecosystem service changes to indicate the possibility of crossing place thresholds. Like 
resilience thinking, changes to ES indicate shifts in the interactions between parts of the 
system. As a socio-material assemblages, rural place resilience depends on expectations 
people have for human-environment interactions in rural spaces. 
Place is often seen as a local phenomenon (Pierce et al. 2011), and authors have often 
pointed out that local places are where impacts are felt most profoundly (Fresque-Baxter and 
Armitage 2012), yet people have been found to have stronger national and global identities 
than local identities, suggesting an attachment to larger landscapes that has gone largely 
unstudied (Devine-Wright 2013). A few studies have explored whether people can develop a 
sense of place for large geographic regions such as an island (Kaltenborn 1998) or a state 
(Nanzer 2004) and overall have found that it is possible for people to think in these large 
terms. More research is needed that looks at multiple scales of place (Norton and Steinemann 
2001). Resilience thinking can help here too, as it is a framework for explicitly considering 
systems across scales. 
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To avoid the issue of imposing norms, researchers should look to the specific context to 
understand what resilience looks like to those who exist within the system. Rurality as a place 
meaning is pluralistic, and the key interactions that drive the system may be different across 
people. For example, some may see a shift from agricultural production to agricultural 
tourism as a sign of place resilience, the ability to absorb change while maintaining a rural 
sense of place. Others, however, may see a shift from agricultural production to tourism as a 
fundamental threat to the nature of rurality because their place meanings are closely tied to 
agriculture and its related ES.  
In this dissertation, I apply these ideas to explore the meanings for rural places in the 
Midwestern United States across three sites and attempt to pin down what it means to talk 
about resilient rural places. I do so by taking an approach that assumes rural place resilience 
is site-specific. However, I also believe that at an abstract level, a few basic patterns emerge. 
This level may or may not be useful for applied planning contexts. This is something I hope 
to explore. I also assume rural place resilience is best understood from the perspective of the 
people who live in rural spaces. However, partial perspectives sometimes mean people want 
things for themselves that are not necessarily good for the system as a whole. In this case, I 
defer to the principle of social learning and the idea that in contexts where people are in clear 
communication with actors across the system, they are more likely to exhibit shared social 
values towards regional resilience. In contexts where individuals are seeking their own utility 
at the expense of the system, the system is more likely to benefit from forums for engagement 
and social learning that likely to provide people a more collective perspective on what their 
shared resilience might be.   
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CHAPTER 2: PHOSPHOROUS, FARMS, AND FAMILIES: UNDERSTANDING 
WATER QUALITY THROUGH INSTITUTIONAL NARRATIVES IN THE LOWER 
FOX-GREEN BAY WATERSHEDS 
Introduction 
Institutions are the building blocks that structure interactions within society, and are 
an important avenue for understanding the causes and solutions to complex natural resource 
dilemmas. They encompass formal rules tied to brick and mortar organizations, but are a 
separate concept from organizations, which are groups of individuals brought together for a 
shared purpose (North 1990). Institutions also encompasses informal but structured 
interactions within the system, including rules in social thought and norms within informal 
spheres such as families and neighborhoods (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Ostrom 2005). As 
rules and norms are institutionalized, they become the assumed normal and the backdrop of 
everyday life (Zucker 1983) and make it difficult for people in a system to see alternatives. In 
becoming the status quo, they create a patterned order in society and lead to predictable 
natural resource trajectories, which can often remedied through institutional change. 
While institutions may seem difficult to change, people are always doing work to 
influence, maintain, and disrupt them (Beunen and Patterson 2016; Lawrence, Suddaby, and 
Leca 2009). These actions, often referred to as institutional work, include physical and 
discursive activities. Governance is as much a struggle of meaning as it is of material (Riedy, 
Kent, and Thompson 2018). The concept of institutional work reminds us that social 
relationships, human meanings, and cultural ideals underpin what may at first seem to be 
‘faceless’ institutions (Zilber 2017). As actors try to introduce new rules, sustain existing 
ones, or change others, they also attempt to influence institutions through discursive 
strategies including narratives that shift the dominant discourse and meanings associated with 
institutions (Bontje, Gomes, Wang, and Slinger 2018). Thus, while institutions are often 
shaped by states and powerful groups, less powerful groups may create social capital through 
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this process of meaning-making (Clement 2010). Narratives and storytelling are importing 
vehicles that imbue institutions with social capital through the transmission of ideas and 
values. They often tap into deeper cultural reference points that provide familiar frames for 
local problems (Riedy et al. 2018) and embed particular worldviews, assumptions, and values 
(Bontje et al. 2018; Hampton 2004; Polkinghorne 1995; Wiles, Rosenberg, and Kearns, 
2005). Through these processes, they provide a shared understanding on social reality that 
binds groups together towards achieving particular outcomes (Hajer 1995).  
Institutional work tends to follow a pattern of discursive strategies. In this view, 
power is not only in the ability to make changes in organizational structures but also the 
ability to shift shared narratives about institutions, including narratives about the relationships 
between social institutions and organizational institutions. Often, institutions are understood 
through societal-level narratives scaled down to more selective local interpretations, 
effectively attaching local meanings to societal-level tropes and ideologies (Zilber 2009). 
Groups often engage in institutional work to achieve autonomy or power in particular 
situations (Pittman 2019). When dominant institutions are threatened by a new institutional 
order, people may engage in the work of institutional preservation, seeking to protect 
institutions through appeals to these societal-level ideologies along with grand displays of 
confidence in the existing institutions (Hirsch 2009). Given that institutional narratives may 
be overstated claims intended to uphold dominant institutions and often represent underlying 
efforts for control and power, the researcher studying institutional narratives must pay 
attention to what is said while also deconstructing what work it accomplishes to protect or 
change the dominant institutional order.  
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Social Learning 
While institutional analysis generally focuses on the rules and structures that underpin 
organizations, institutional analysis that incorporates narratives can demonstrate the 
circulation of power related to the ability to mobilize and engage in effective scaling down of 
societal-level narratives (Bontje et al. 2018). In this case, effectiveness is understood as the 
extent to which a narrative is shared among a particular group and the mechanism is social 
learning. Social learning occurs when social interaction leads to understanding 
interdependencies (Muro and Jeffrey 2008) and shared social values (Fish, Burgess, Church, 
and Turner 2011). Social learning encourages systems learning through multi-level dialogue 
to reach shared understandings of interdependencies (Muro and Jeffrey 2008: Steyaert and 
Jiggins 2007) and shared values (Fish et al. 2011).Though much social learning occurs 
informally, it has been touted as a policy paradigm for environmental governance (Bulkeley 
and Mol 2003; Collins and Ison 2009; Ison, Röling and Watson 2007). In theory, natural 
resource governance is most adaptable where people are able to affect change through multi-
level participation, deliberation, and networks that allow for social learning (Lebel et al. 
2006; Nelson, Adger, and Brown 2007; Ostrom 2010; Olsson, Folke, and Hahn 2004; 
Robinson and Berkes 2011). However, such a proposition is difficult to test empirically given 
the amalgamation of contextual factors that affect each resource governance situation. 
While institutional work has previously been understood as narratives (Bontje et al. 
2018; Riedy et al. 2018), I add that by looking at integration across institutional narratives in 
a society, researchers can identify the most self-identified communities and opportunities for 
social learning between communities that could lead to better decision-making. Narrative 
analysis can tell us the extent to which social learning has occurred, as evidenced by the 
sense of togetherness and integration among narratives. If social learning were occurring in a 
locale, it would result in relatively coherent and integrated narratives between groups about 
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the roles of various institutions. This is not to say there is a single narrative rather that the 
many narratives are integrated in ways that complement and exhibit a shared set of social 
meanings relevant to the major institutions and their relationships to natural resource 
problems. In situations in which social learning has been ineffective, social groups would not 
see their connection as a community, and we might expect disjointed or contradictory 
narratives about the relationship between institutions and environmental degradation. Such an 
analysis can easily fit within a larger institutional analysis such using Ostrom’s Institutional 
Analysis and Development (IAD) framework (Ostrom 2005). This is a humanizing approach 
to solving environmental problems that builds on the idea that a major hindrance to collective 
capacity is compartmentalization across society (Ostrom 2010).  
A social learning approach to local collaborative conservation does not presuppose 
the existence of a community among a geographically situated group of people and goes 
relatively untroubled by the erosion or complete non-existence of local community. 
Community is tied in with the process of social learning and develops through the act of 
managing resources and the development of institutions that provide regular interaction 
across sectors of society. Ideally, social learning leads to altered norms and a perception of 
oneself as a community member (Blackmore 2007; Rist, Chidambaranathan, Escobar, 
Wisemann, and Zimmermann 2007). This process is beneficial for adaptability, as 
interactions that foster social learning lead to more accurate information and better decision-
making (Andersson 2006; Ostrom 2010) and bolster the potential to solve complex problems 
at a local level.  
Community-based natural resource management should be approached as the 
coordination of co-located individuals stemming from widely dispersed assemblages of 
communities. Such a position fits neatly into a phenomenological view of community as 
socially constructed, and occurring in the minds of people through lived experiences 
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(Appadurai 1996; Laverty 2003). In this view, community is nonscalar and can be completely 
disconnected from locality (Sheller and Urry 2006), such as virtual communities or 
communities centered around interests and professions. Nonscalar means things transform as 
they expand, taking on new materials and relationships (Tsing 2012). Given this nonscalar 
feature of community, conservation planning at different scales requires reconceptualization 
of the communities relevant to the study. In the context of deciding which communities to 
involve in natural resource management, we might ask when the scale of the community 
reaches a point that its dispersion renders it relatively unaffected by changes in the 
management of situated natural resources. This point depends on the scale of the problem and 
scope of the study.  
This article explores narratives around phosphorous water pollution in northeastern 
Wisconsin to look for evidence of integrated institutional narratives. The study site is a post-
agrarian landscape (Salamon 2003) in northeastern Wisconsin, where space is regionalized 
across rural towns and small urban hubs, and where many factors that drive phosphorous 
pollution, such as agricultural intensification, originate from extra-local forces. To better 
understand the narratives shared in this region, it is useful to highlight key institutional 
arrangements across levels in post-agrarian landscapes.  
Rural Institutions 
Rural places are varied, complex, and changing. Distinguishing the features of 
ruralness with any real certitude is not an easy task. Yet, I begin this section by sharing a 
picture of traditional rural institutional arrangements as typified by rural sociologists. In order 
to understand the complexity of current changes, it is useful to identify institutional 
arrangements that in the past were uniquely rural, even if overstated. It is also useful to make 
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some generalizations. While on the ground, heterogeneity abounds, from an expanded view, 
rural places are marked by unique patterns of institutional and organizational structures. 
Rural places often have lower economic and human (workforce) capital than urban 
places. Because of diffuse populations and reduced tax-bases, it is generally more difficult to 
develop organizations and infrastructure related to healthcare, education, and transportation 
(Brown and Schafft 2011; Lobao and Kraybill 2005). In addition, small populations often 
confers less diversity of skills for the workforce and fewer people available to develop 
innovations in those rural places. These factors contribute to the generally decreased 
economic capital of rural places and trends of persistently high rural poverty (Tickamyer, 
Sherman, and Warlick 2017).   
It is often thought that social capital in rural places is quite high. Families often reside 
in the same town for generations, linking households through family-based social networks 
and providing a strong sense of community (Elder and Conger 2000). The local level plays a 
particularly important role in rural life (Brown and Schafft 2011), as many rural peoples’ 
lives are centered around family, religion, and neighborhoods (Wilkening 1964). Social 
interaction and community are particularly important for the development of institutional 
arrangements (Chhatre and Agrawal 2008; Gibson, Williams, and Ostrom 2005) and 
researchers have often turned to rich rural social institutions as a source of adaptive capacity 
to manage resources and develop effective institutional arrangements (Luloff and Bridger 
2003; Ring, Peredo, and Chrisman 2010; Westlund and Bolton 2003).  
Early sociologists were concerned that a shift from agrarian to urbanized society 
weakened the bonds of communities (Durkheim1933; Toennies 1887). They worried that 
informal institutions, including social norms, were being replaced by more formal institutions 
including regulations and laws and that these formal institutions did not foster community. 
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However, urbanization was often considered inevitable, and in this sociological narrative, 
rural people were framed as hapless victims heading for demise (Friedland 1982). Rural 
institutions, being driven by informal social norms, were seen as maladaptive and anti-growth 
(Lindstrom 1964). Decades to centuries later, such claims have been found to be 
overexaggerated. While rural places across the United States have experienced a suite of 
pressures that change how they relate to institutions, they continue to persist and, in many 
places, to flourish through regional, national, and global connections. Related to 
environmental governance, two major institutional arrangements are coming into prominence 
in rural places across the United States: globalized agriculture and regionalized identity. Each 
is discussed separately.  
Globalized agriculture 
While rural land use may be dominated by agriculture, and rural places may have an 
identity centered around agricultural heritage, rurality is not synonymous with agriculture or 
the study of rural sociology (Castle 1995; Urry 1984). Rural places draw their main income 
from manufacturing industries and are increasingly reliant on service industries (Drabenstott 
2003). However, agriculture still tends to be a dominant land use. Many traditionally rural 
places are becoming what Salamon (2003) calls ‘post-agrarian’ towns, where agriculture 
remains the primary land use, but the town is neither socially nor economically connected to 
it. In these post-agrarian landscapes, there are fewer full-time farmers, larger farms, 
intensified agricultural production systems, and agricultural land is often converted to 
residential subdivisions (Buttel 2003).  
The farmers that remain in post-agrarian towns are intensely connected to global 
institutions. As part of what Labao and Meyer (2001) call the ‘great agricultural transition,’ 
agricultural practices are increasingly driven by the global market (Brown and Swanson, 
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2003; McMichael 2003). Transnational corporations, multi-national trade, and global 
regulations create concentrated and complex chains of production that decrease farmers’ 
autonomy and shift their consideration from local towards global concerns and standards 
(Bonanno and Constance 2003; Constance and Bonanno 1999; Heffernan 1999). Responding 
to a global customer base, farmers may be incentivized to produce far beyond local 
environmental capacities and to intensify monocultural agricultural practices. Increasing 
demand and globally lowering food costs incite rising costs on the local environment 
(McMichael 2003). Low crop diversity and large field sizes degrade biodiversity and 
ecological processes and may expedite nutrient runoff and exacerbate hypoxic zones (Brown 
and Schulte 2011).  
Given that at least twenty percent of agricultural income comes from exports (USDA 
2017), farmers are likely to support the same policies that degrade their local social-
ecological systems. The post-agrarian system is one in which farmers clearly benefit from 
local conservation of soil, water, and other elements when looking at an expanded time scale, 
but they are not incentivized to engage in conservation until an ecological crisis emerges that 
lowers yield or output. Even then, patching the problem with quick technological fixes may 
be preferred over conservation. This feature of agricultural landscapes, namely that farmers 
are linked to institutions across scales that provide conflicting incentives to degrade and 
sustain the local landscape, complicates the identification of an ideal resilient post-agrarian 
landscape. The optimum direction for a post-agrarian landscape depends on the time-scale 
chosen and the system components (i.e. crop yield, ecological functioning, etc.) that are 
included in the analysis.   
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Regionalized identity 
Decentralization has been a major shift in the US government since the 1980s (Lobao 
and Kraybill 2005). Ideally, decentralization is supposed to transfer decision-making to local 
levels, avoiding top-down rule. However, rather than provide independence, decentralization 
can increase reliance on market forces because top down government services are no longer 
offered. This can drive unwise growth and exacerbate disparities between rural and urban 
places because infrastructure and populations that would encourage businesses to invest in 
private services are not in rural places (Brown and Schafft 2011; Warner 2009). 
Many rural places have adapted to decentralization through regionalization, where 
development, infrastructure, and diversification are conceptualized across a region rather than 
within individual towns (Drabenstott 2003). Regionalization allows towns to pool their 
resources towards improved services than they may be able to afford on their own. Towns 
may share hospitals, (Feazel et al. 2015), transportation planning (Monahan et al. 2018), and 
tourism marketing (Roberts, Hall, and Morag 2017), among other things. Local governments 
begin to shift from seeing themselves in competition, to seeing themselves in cooperation 
(Ayres and Silvis 2010). Often regionalized landscapes have a small city that arranges the 
space in in a pattern of an urban hub with many rural towns as spokes. Regionalization can 
create new institutional space to empower rural peoples because there is a larger population 
base to engage in collective action (Marsden and Sonnino 2005).  
However, regionalization also challenges the role of local social settings such as 
neighborhoods and downtown centers. In rural places, neighborhoods can foster a sense of 
community by providing the types of interactions that create emotional bonds (Cuba and 
Hummon 1992; Low and Altman 1992). Yards, patios, public spaces, local stores, bars, and 
churches may provide opportunities for unplanned interactions that create a sense of 
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community. Neighborhoods are the physical residential spaces, where people may be 
connected by class or lifestyle, but where peoples’ ties are primarily instrumental and 
geographically bounded (Salamon 20003; Warren 1987). In regionalized places, rural people 
often do not work in the same towns in which they live, and as they travel through the region, 
they become more oriented towards regional networks and institutions than their own towns 
(Salamon 2003). In many regionalized places, there is a small city that acts as a hub, 
connecting surrounding rural towns. Regionalization also leads to new residents in rural 
spaces who were originally from urban and suburban places. Social conflicts are often 
articulated at the neighborhood scale. Cohesion among long-term residents can create a 
strong insider-outsider mentality that can make integration of new residents difficult 
(Salamon 2003). In cases where a rapid influx occurs, neighborhood-based communities can 
schism along social-economic lines. As new people move in, they often prefer more spatially 
dispersed, task-oriented networks (Wuthnow 2002). New rural subdivisions are often built to 
maximize privacy (e.g. providing people with their own private nature to enjoy on large 
properties), are oriented towards individual family life rather than community life, and often 
engage in displays of affluence that exacerbate social stratification (Urry 1995). Such 
changes can set conditions for alienation and impact the social capital of a community, 
meaning social resources people elicit to affect change. 
Those who reside in rural places and those who develop them for profit are often at 
odds (Gieryn 2000). People seeking to regionalize rural towns may be motivated to engage in 
actions that have deleterious effects on the local level. For example, buying up land for 
houses tends to drive up land prices, which is good for developers, but can negatively affect 
sense of place and degrade the environment through increased impervious surfaces and 
decreased biodiversity. Higher land costs can also propel farmers to intensify their practices, 
producing more yield on smaller plots, leading to water contamination and increased social 
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conflict between farmers and non-farmers (Constance and Bonnano 1999). In urban-rural 
regions, rural towns are sometimes exploited for their natural resources for the benefit of the 
larger metro-area, with little wealth given back to rural town development (Duncan 2000; 
England and Brown 2003). Such conflicting incentives between local and regional interests 
further complicates the identification of an ideal resilient system in post-agrarian places.  
Social learning can counteract the impact of cross-scale connections that would 
otherwise undermine local social capital. Globalized agriculture and regionalized identity 
affect the institutions that govern peoples’ lives across rural places, creating 
compartmentalization of the physically located community. Such disconnection can lower 
capacity of local settings to solve environmental problems (Ostrom 2005). Social learning 
can build geographically situated communities with the social capital to solve complex 
resource dilemmas. This paper will assess narratives among residents in northeastern 
Wisconsin to understand the perceived importance of institutions across scales for creating 
and solving a local water quality problem.  
Methods 
 My data comes from three years as researcher and facilitator for a collaborative 
regional conservation planning project known as the Blueprint in the Lower Fox-Green Bay 
watersheds. A primary target of this project was to curb excess phosphorous loading into 
local waterways. This part of Wisconsin is a major dairy producer. While the dairy industry 
has benefits for the region, it also leads to increased nutrient (phosphorous and nitrogen) and 
sediment loading in the watershed. Phosphorous from agriculture often enters the system 
from livestock manure and fertilizers causing algae growth, eutrophication, and hypoxic 
“dead” zones, among other negative impacts. In the right amount, phosphorus is one of the 
most important growth and controlling chemicals. It is an essential plant nutrient needed to 
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support growth of aquatic plants like algae that form the foundation of the aquatic food chain. 
However, in excess, phosphorous causes rampant algae growth and sometimes harmful algae 
blooms, leading to reduced water clarity, hypoxia (loss of oxygen) and ultimately, 
degradation of benthos, degradation of phytoplankton or zooplankton populations, and loss of 
fish and wildlife populations.  
As part of the Blueprint planning process, I facilitated discussions with members of the 
workgroup on the topics of ecosystem services, values, and conservation goals, and I 
produced products and technical support. I also conducted twenty-one semi-structured 
interviews, lasting between 20 and 75 minutes with stakeholders outside of the working 
group. Interviews were with representatives from agriculture (dairy and crop), rural 
landowners, fishing (charter and commercial), boating, hunting, trapping, water treatment, 
tourism, business development, and land use planning. Findings were validated through a 
process of member checking. Participants were sent a one-page summary of takeaways from 
their interview to verify interpretation. In addition, a focus group with nine participants 
served as a second member check, where participants reflected upon key findings presented 
to them during a two-hour meeting.  
The express purpose of the interviews was to assess ecosystem services and stakeholder 
perspectives on conservation in the region. However, as I was conducting interviews, primary 
themes related to a sociology of land use began to emerge. Namely, people had strong 
opinions about who has the right to alter rural spaces and tended to tie those ideas to the 
blame they assigned for phosphorous loading as they constructed narratives about the region, 
its key institutions, and its past, present, and future. This paper is the analysis of those 
narratives, which revealed how the relative alienation of the community between farmers and 
non-farmers (the social) was connected in the minds of local residents to the outcomes (the 
ecological).  
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I made several assumptions in my analysis: 
1. That individuals engage in institutional work to change, abolish, or uphold the 
relationship between physical landscapes and institutions. These can be understood 
through narratives. 
2. That space for social interaction provides opportunities for social learning. When this 
occurs, narratives gain social capital and may change the dominant framing of 
particular institutions or institutional arrangements. 
3. That by identifying prevailing narratives, we can see areas of divergence where social 
learning is not occurring, allowing us to better diagnose institutional problems in local 
systems. 
All interviews and the focus group were recorded and transcribed for analysis. In the first 
round of coding, I identified all conflicts, threats, and challenges. The end result was 273 
conflicts. Because my focus was on phosphorous loading, I then narrowed it down to 
conflicts that had some bearing on water quality and land use change related to water quality. 
I organized these conflicts into themes. Two primary conflicts related to phosphorous loading 
rose to the surface: 1. Agricultural intensification 2. Rural sprawl. Related to these, people 
shared institutional narratives, which are discussed below.  
I then analyzed interviews as narratives by breaking interviewee perspectives on each 
topic into the three parts. Narratives tend to have a beginning, middle, and an end, which 
could be thought of as an orientation, complication, and resolution (Riessman 2008; Strauser 
et al. 2018). The orientation identifies the setting. The complication presents the problems. 
The result indicates how the complication was resolved, or in some cases what happened 
when it was not resolved. These narratives represent key framings of the relationship between 
phosphorous loading and institutional arrangements. Preference was given to patterns over 
isolated stories. Each narrative described in the findings was shared across many participants. 
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It is important to note the power and limitations of incorporating narratives into 
systems understanding. Narratives reflect where users problematize current institutions and 
outcomes, but they do not necessarily reflect the ‘best’ solutions for social-ecological 
resilience. They reflect understandings from partial perspectives, and they may represent key 
areas where users see the greatest potential for change. For example, problematizing some 
ubiquitous institutions, (e.g. institutions of capitalism) may go unmentioned because of their 
seeming inexorability. However, I believe we can interpret narratives as representing how 
people are attempting to reconcile the rigidity of some institutions with the development, 
maintenance, and introduction of other institutions, and that discontinuities between 
narratives can reflect alienation between groups of people.  
Research site  
One of few north flowing rivers in the world, the Fox River flows into Green Bay, the 
largest freshwater estuary in the world. The region is home to diverse ecosystems including 
coastal wetlands, islands, headwater forested streams and remnant upland grasslands. It has 
experienced eras of fur trade, fish, paper, lumber, industrial and agricultural use. The Fox and 
Green Bay waters are of a piece with the Laurentian Great Lakes, an area marked by a wealth 
of water resources.  
The Lower Fox-Green Bay region includes parts of five counties in Wisconsin 
(Brown, Door, Marinette, Oconto, and Outagamie) and is a primarily rural setting with 
several small cities. Most of the region is in cropland to support feed grains for dairy 
operations. In 2008, agriculture brought in $9.7 billion in sales, $2.6 billion in income, and 
$2.3 million in state and local government revenues in the five counties (Deller and Williams, 
2011). Over the last decades, the region has experienced rapid growth of farm size and 
livestock density, including Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) and as of 
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2016 it was estimated by the USDA to have 162,500 dairy cows and a total of 342,500 cattle 
and calves. The US Census of Agriculture estimates that in 2017, these five counties 
contained 676,546 acres of land in farms, which is approximately five percent of the total 
farmland in Wisconsin.  
Brown and Outagamie Counties are at the center of the Fox River and Green Bay 
system. These two counties are remarkably similar in their composition. Both are mixed 
rural-urban landscapes with more than half of their land in agricultural production, and each 
has medium sized city (Green Bay and Appleton). Both of these counties would fall into 
Salamon’s definition of post-agrarian landscapes (2003), where farming is a major land use, 
but not a major source of income and the space is regionalized in an urban-rural hub and 
spoke pattern. In recent years, both counties have experienced significant rural sprawl, 
increasing populations, and decreasing land for agriculture. As will be explored, these land 
use trends are closely related to the ability of the region to manage phosphorous loading. 
An estimated 550,858 pounds of phosphorous enters the lower Fox basin each year 
(Qualls, Harris, and Harris 2013). According to a 2012 report, between 1977 and 2009, 
45.7% of phosphorous in the Lower Fox basin came from agriculture. Other notable sources 
are wastewater treatment facilities, which account for 36.7%, while urban areas account for 
13.9%. At current, phosphorous is managed by a network of federal, state, county, and local 
government agencies and non-governmental organizations. In the 1980s, the lower Bay and 
Fox River were federally designated as an area of concern for water quality. Many tributaries 
of the Fox River have been designated under the Clean Water Act as impaired and a hypoxic 
zone has been found (Klump et al. 2018). There is a high amount of knowledge surrounding 
water quality in the river and bay, including thirty years of water quality monitoring by The 
Green Bay Metropolitan Sewerage District and the University of Wisconsin (Qualls, Harris, 
and Harris 2013). There are also many cross-discipline collaborative efforts, including the 
43 
 
Blueprint, which are aimed at tackling water quality. However, despite these collaborations, 
critical gaps to solving the problem remain.  
Findings 
Narrative 1: Agricultural intensification. 
“I view agriculture and large animal operations as separate.  For me, it is just my personal 
view.  I do not view them as farming.” (Local fisherman) 
Orientation: The neighborhood  
This narrative starts with the premise that the neighborhood is a foundational structure 
that drives social institutions, including norms of caring for one another and the land. Many 
participants described neighborhoods in this way. While no concrete measure of 
neighborhood exists in this study, we can look to the words of participants to get a sense of 
the scale which most seemed to have in mind. It generally included direct neighbors, but also 
expanded to include others who lived in the dispersed agrarian space. For example, when 
asked to describe what he liked about living in this region one participant shared:  
“It is a general friendliness …People are really friendly here and they want to get 
to know their neighbor. And then that rallying that happens. A few years ago we 
had a bunch of tornadoes in the county, and a lot of damage in the county, and 
neighbor helping neighbor to get the damage cleaned up …Again, it is just that 
small town feel, if you will.”  
This tornado story demonstrates how neighborly relationships were said to contribute 
to social capital. The generalized friendliness suggests the neighborly relationships were not 
solely limited to people who lived on the same street or subdivision. In another example, a 
development specialist shared: “It (the Green Bay region) still has some small town values…I 
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think a lot of people are proud, and just caring in how they treat each other around here.” 
Here, the phrase “small town values” linked care and the opportunity to know others afforded 
through a small town.  
When participants were prompted to talk about environmental problems, they often 
made similar connections between a small population and stewardship. For example, one 
person shared: “So it (Green Bay) is a city but you still have that small feel. I think that helps 
when issues come up, or ownership of issues to solve them as a community.” Participants 
revealed a general sanctioning of values they saw stemming from small towns and positioned 
these values as foundational to the place. 
Complication: Industrial farming  
Agricultural intensification, often referred to as industrial farming, was framed as a 
disturbance to the ‘small town feel.’ Water pollution, including but not limited to 
phosphorous, could be clearly seen after a rain event. The waters typically turn deep brown. 
When asked about environmental concerns people often pointed directly to large farms. For 
example, one fisherman shared:  
“In reality if you go out in a boat or you drive down and observe the east river or 
the fox river after a rain…the river is brown and is carrying sediments from all 
over. So the way that you fix that is you make sure that everybody that has a large 
corporate farm that their liquid manure system is up to snuff.”  
In this example, the participant is framing the water problem as related to regulating 
corporate farms. In another example, when asked what a healthy ecosystem looks like, a non-
farming rural landowner stated:  
“A healthy ecosystem has wildlife, the type of wildlife that should belong in that 
type of geography, clean streams and rivers, the absence of megafarms.  
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Basically, just your rural agricultural landscape… I just do not want to be close to 
a megafarm because of the groundwater pollution, the odors they create, things of 
that nature.” 
While framed as largely practical concerns related to the inconvenience of industrial 
agriculture, arguments such as these make implicit arguments for the right of non-farmers to 
buy and convert agricultural lands. 
Moving beyond these more instrumental statements, people also touted growing farms 
as a threat to the caring, small towns they knew and loved. People lamented a general sense 
in which intensification shifted community away from its agrarian roots: “Increasing farm 
sizes means that some families are not farmers anymore… and that changes the rural.” Many 
shared similar fuzzy statements about a changing sense of place. Some linked intensification 
to the corruption of both social and ecological components of the system. For example, a 
waterfowl hunter shared: “They say family farms, but it is industry now. They care about 
their end figure at the bottom of the page.” In this narrative, agricultural intensification 
shifted farmers away from an ethic of care to a pure profit motive, in part because the farmer 
was framed as an outsider, not a family farmer. That the argument was made by stating that 
industrial farms are not family farms shows the assumed role that family ties are supposed to 
make in creating broader community institutions.   
Industrial farms also meant the corrosion of environmental stewardship related to the 
small town feel. For example, one person shared: “I know regulations are out there, but still 
the land, I want to say it is much more factory use instead of, if a farmer did it he knew each 
square and took care of each square and now it is just they have got it all over and employees 
running them and just get the job done.” Farmers were now another unit in a larger chain of 
production. In this example, regulations were insufficient replacements for the institutions 
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that once connected farmers with the local landscape. With such connections broken, people 
saw a system ruled by politics that favored individual profit over neighborhood concerns. 
Resolution: Government  
Several who problematized agricultural intensification suggested better regulations 
could prevent the unimpeded growth of farm sizes. For example, when asked about local 
environmental problems, one person shared: “Just the industrial farms….when is too big, too 
big?  I do not know, but there has got to be a point.” While not explicit, this participant 
suggested limits to growth be imposed. However, such statements directly advocating for 
stricter regulations were not often stated, and many who problematized agricultural 
intensification expressed that they saw it as an unsolvable problem. For example, sentiments 
similar to the following were shared: “You will never stop growth and that is the problem.” It 
could be that these individuals did not see it as possible to prevent agricultural growth 
because it is driven by larger forces or had reified the metaphor of growth to assume it was 
inevitable.  
Even while most people I spoke with avoided directly asserting that farmers be 
prevented from growing their farms, people explicitly desired fixing broken political systems 
in which the economic interests of farmers is favored:  
“How do you crack down on a corporate farm?  They are very politically 
connected. They have lobbyists. ‘If you want to clamp down on us, how about 
you pay eight dollars a gallon for milk? And that is what it is going to cost you if 
we have to go through all these hoops to dispose of manure.’ I am not sure what 
the solution is to that.”  
Participants such as this were pessimistic about the ability to change farmers’ practices given 
the broader society’s dependence on them for affordable food. It is important to note that 
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these statements directly linking corporate farm regulations to increased milk costs is not 
necessarily reflective of what would happen, should farms have stricter regulations. People 
sharing this narrative saw fixing these broken politics as necessary: “You could easily clean 
these lakes up within a matter of ten years and get everything straightened out if you would 
stop managing it politically.” Comments such as this suggest that people were looking to 
extra-local institutions, particularly state institutions who had the ability to limit agricultural 
intensification, as having the best potential to solve problems related to phosphorous loading. 
Derogatory references about “politics as usual” reflect a mistrust in a corrupt system of 
decision-making that makes a few wealthy, but detracts from other values of the landscape 
and communities. However, participants believed these regulations would do more to protect 
the environment than just regulate farm growth. In limiting intensification and protecting the 
‘family farmer’, they would also preserve the informal social institutions that contributed to 
neighborly care and stewardship values.  
Narrative 2: Residential sprawl 
“The thing that would scare me the most coming back in 10 years is, well we are in an area 
where we have Appleton on this side and we have got Green Bay on this side of us, and they 
are just going to merge one day. That would scare me.” (Local farmer) 
Orientation: The Neighborhood 
This narrative shared the initial premise that the neighborhood is an important 
structure that drives pro-environmental institutions. For example, one farmer shared: 
“It comes down to neighbor relations. It is embarrassing. It is like; we have got 
mud in the lawn of the neighbor because it washed out of our field. Put a few of 
those up to, ‘Oh it happened,’ but it happens too many times, so it is like, we need 
to do something different.”  
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This person highlighted local environmental concern as connected to concern for neighbors. 
Unlike the first narrative, people in this narrative saw all local agriculture, including 
industrial farming, as part of a neighborhood-stewardship institution. Participants sometimes 
highlighted this, by pointing out that many ‘industrial farms’ were still owned by local 
families. For example, a farmer, whose farm was not considered industrial-sized, shared: 
 “The small farms are just becoming one big farm because the sons from the guys 
that own, you know, a hundred acres here, a hundred acres here, a hundred acres 
here, they are getting together, getting a conglomerate and getting one really big 
farm managed by those three sons. Scale of efficiency…That is still the families 
that have been on the land for decades.”  
Arguments about belonging were couched in terms of decades of family ties. Relatedly, a 
government representative argued: “So those large dairies are still family owned.  They are 
just large. So how does that change?  It actually makes farming profitable; sustainable…in 
order for them to succeed and to be sustainable they have to grow.” These quotes show how 
those who defended agricultural intensification relied on the same construct of the ‘family 
farmer’ as those who argued against intensification. In emphasizing family farms, they were 
able to connect to connotations related to care and belonging. Agricultural intensification, 
from this perspective, was a sign of the resilience of agrarian lives.  
Complication: Residential sprawl  
People who felt farmers had the right to increase and intensify tended to problematize 
residential sprawl. Residential sprawl was linked to phosphorous loading in that it took up 
land that once went to the spread of manure, a primary source of phosphorous. One farmer 
shared:  
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“We have got less acres to put this (manure) on, and there is getting to be more 
concrete, more housing, setbacks from wells, and it is condensing our area that 
we can work with. I have a neighbor that I rent land from.  His neighbor built a 
house on it and...it took a little over four acres...That is 80,000 gallons of manure 
that I could apply throughout the year on that thing...And then we have to find the 
acres for that (manure) and then the next farm has a huge problem... and they 
outbid us and then I have to go find more acres.”  
This quote shows how residential development created a double impact through taking up the 
physical space and driving the land prices up. People also pointed out that every house built 
meant additional conduits and wells, each with the potential to be contaminated by nearby 
agricultural runoff. 
 “We talked about the environment. It (sprawl) does make it more challenging for 
agriculture to survive…How are you going to work around that house in 
agriculture? It increases chance of water contamination by having another conduit 
down to that water source.” 
Rather than problematize the pollution itself, these individuals problematized the existence of 
wells. The ‘inappropriate’ location of wells were often seen as driven by knowledge gaps. For 
example, a land planner shared:  
“Maybe it is your dream to live out in the country, but you’ve never lived out in 
the country so you don’t know what it means to live next to a farm…and you 
don’t have any concept of what it means to have a private well and septic 
system…They don’t understand the maintenance. They don’t understand the 
water quality issues.”  
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In this narrative, people open themselves up for water problems when they willingly move 
near large farms.  
Rural sprawl also degraded social systems because new homeowners did not 
understand agrarian lives. For example, one farmer shared: 
 “It (rural sprawl) just makes it harder to farm. Everybody has an eye on you, 
everything from manure smell to dust, noise...And that first generation is not the 
problem, the ones who retired farming or are from a farm. Then they sell their 
house to someone wherever from downtown.”  
The quote from this farmer suggests that social conflict intensifies as residents become more 
disconnected from agriculture. Another farmer gave a specific example of conflict with new 
neighbors:  
“I actually had a guy…came out in my field, stopped my tractor, and started 
yelling at me for working out in my field because my lights were not letting him 
sleep and I am like, ‘What do you want me to do?’ ‘Well stop working.  Why 
can’t you just work a regular 8-5?’ It does not work that way. How stupid!”  
Farmers, such as this, often felt villainized by rural landowners who encroached on 
agricultural places with no understanding of farming lifestyles. New residents were reluctant 
to talk directly with farmers and were sometimes afraid of agricultural technology. For 
example, one farmer shared that he receives many complaints when he flies his plane seeder 
every year, and that many people go to the Department of Natural Resources rather than call 
the farm directly: 
“I know some (neighbors) do not even call because they do not want to, you 
know they do not like confrontation, but they still wonder, ‘What is going over 
there.  They have the plane flying over top all the time. Are we getting cancer?’” 
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Such quotes show a breakdown in the neighborhood, where people were afraid to talk to one 
another. Where communication was sparse, trustworthiness was also low. Such feelings of 
distrust exasperated farmers who remembered times (even if idealized) when they knew and 
trusted everyone in their towns and when farmers were seen as honorable parts of local 
community life.  
Resolution: Government and Community 
Some participants were explicit that they would like to see residential development 
stopped. When asked what he would like to see the region look like in ten years one person 
responded: “If we can keep people away, that is what I would say, because farming is our 
business and they do not go together all the time.” Farmers sometimes joined town boards to 
prevent residential development. One shared: 
 “We are lucky we own our section and we do not have to worry about neighbors 
popping up all over, but we have talked with other people and that is probably 
one of the biggest things to lose. Development out in the country, you get 
outnumbered…One vote is one vote…I am on the town board and I have been 
fighting houses coming out here for eight years.”  
Fighting sprawl required individuals to take the initiative to show up and actively protest 
particular changes: “The goal is, I was on the town board for six years, trying to keep the 
houses closer to the town…”  While participants who held this narrative tended to see 
regulations and political involvement as able to prevent further sprawl, they were still left to 
grapple with the new rural landowners who had already moved there. To these ends, people 
talked about grounds for building a neighborhood-based sense of community. For example, 
one farmer shared: 
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 “In this township we have a rule of 35, you have to have 35 acres with the 
house…The thirty-five acre rule has helped but then there is still people throwing 
a house here, a house there. It is not just the farming part of it. Around it, it is the 
neighborly relations that we have to have with that other person.  We are having a 
neighborhood party here. We are trying to inform people exactly what is going 
on…It is about informing the public.”  
The kind of learning this farmer is referring to could be described as social learning in the 
sense that it creates a sense of community and builds system understanding. While there were 
regulations in place to limit sprawl (the 35-acre rule), social learning was also needed to 
resolve social conflicts. A local politician shared:  
“There is a lot of misinformation out there…I think we have to do a better job to 
educate the public and then that will help change some of the culture. I think the 
general public do not realize the extent that a lot of the farmers go to for 
conservation.” 
Overall, people who problematized rural sprawl saw a combination of regulations and social 
learning as able to repair the broken sense of community that drove social and ecological 
problems.  
Discussion 
Overall, these narratives reveal the ways that water pollution in northeastern 
Wisconsin was tied into the politics of who has the right to rural spaces. Residents making 
sense of water quality in northeast Wisconsin relied on a shared image of strong rural social 
institutions under siege from outside influences. While these narratives might seem to be in 
disagreement, when abstracting away from the particularities a striking parallel structure 
emerges (Figure 2.1). Both the agricultural and residential narratives reveal neighborhoods as 
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a foundational structure underpinning social sanctions that protect the social-ecological 
system. Both start with a premise that neighborly relations are a vital structure for protecting 
the local environment. Both narratives pointed to ways social degradation and environmental 
degradation drive one another. In the agricultural scenario, farmers who are not connected to 
the local neighborhoods have no incentive to protect the environment. In the other scenario, 
rural landowners who have no connection to agrarian neighbors ask for infrastructure and 
resources that threaten farmer’s ability to manage ecological outcomes. 
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Figure 2.1: Social-Ecological Narrative Structure Underpinning the Narratives 
of Agricultural Intensification and Rural Sprawl. Both narratives relied on an 
idealized image of rural community life to argue that social degradation and 
ecological degradation were connected. 
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As institutional work, the societal-level narrative of ideal rural social life was scaled 
down (Bontje et al. 2018; Wiles, Rosenberg, and Kearns, 2005; Polkinghorne 1995; Hampton 
2004; Zilber 2009; Zilber 2017) into two localized narratives that problematized divergent 
landscape changes. The first narrative problematized agricultural intensification, based on a 
premise that it led to amoral decision-making and signified farmer greed and broken political 
systems. The second narrative problematized residential sprawl on the premise that it strained 
already struggling farmers, exacerbated the pollution problems, and signified society’s 
general indifference towards agricultural livelihoods and persons. These narratives are 
strikingly similar to those promulgated by early rural sociologists, who worried that 
community was disintegrating due to the decreasing role of informal social norms in local 
places (Durkheim,1933; Lindstrom 1964; Toennies 1887) and societal tropes that paint rural 
society as a storehouse of traditional American values (Bowen and De Master 2014; Lichter 
and Brown 2011). 
In post-agrarian society, local institutions intersect with regional, national, and global 
institutions in ways that threaten the ability of local peoples to create a sense of 
geographically situated community. This research revealed a division between farmers and 
non-farmers in northeast Wisconsin. If social learning leads to feelings of being a community 
member (Blackmore 2007; Rist, Chidambaranathan, Escobar, Wiesmann, and Zimmermann 
2007), these narratives indicate a need for more opportunities to engage across sectors of 
society. Namely, farmers and non-farmers did not see themselves as a community despite 
their interlinked fates. Non-farmers felt that farmers did not care about the social and 
environmental impacts of their practices, while farmers felt that rural landowners did not care 
about how their actions impacted farmers. While components of both narratives revealed 
some elements of the truth, the polarization between narratives demonstrated partial 
perspectives, and two narratives that were not in sync. In this setting, farmers and non-
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farmers need opportunities for social learning about the causes of, and solutions to, 
phosphorous loading in the Green Bay region. This can improve the ability for collective 
action by establishing a shared sense of community and understanding of drivers of change. 
The shared framing of these two narratives is perhaps a base upon which social learning 
could occur. 
One might wonder whether there are gaps between the perception of those 
interviewed and the reality of whether neighborhoods and community can solve complex, 
multi-level problems such as phosphorous loading in northeastern Wisconsin. Both 
intensification and sprawl were market-driven, an arena which people felt local management 
had little ability to influence, but neighborhoods held the power to bring social norms that led 
to better management of the landscape. Confidence in local neighborhoods to uphold 
ecological health should be interpreted as institutional work seeking to protect existing 
institutions (Hirsch 2009), rather than statements of ‘fact.’ These narratives may have 
overstated the extent to which neighborhood-based community actually inspires pro-
environmental social sanctions in an effort to uphold the status quo. To make claims about 
the actual ability of rural community life so solve ecological problems is beyond the bounds 
of the phenomenological approach I have taken. However, assuming that groups often seek to 
move towards autonomy (Pittman 2009), we can see how these narratives do the work of 
helping local people adapt to the rigidity of extralocal institutions by advocating for strong 
local social institutions that hold the power to determine how these extralocal levels affect the 
local system. While community-building may not be a quick or certain fix, it puts power into 
the hands of those who are affected by environmental degradation and landscape change, 
meaning the level at which the problem is felt is the level at which it can be tackled.  
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Conclusion 
This paper has contributed to literature on institutional analysis and social-ecological 
systems by analyzing narratives about institutions as providing insight into the salient 
communities within a geography and needs for social learning between these communities. 
Such an analysis can reveal where a sense of community is not shared among all participants 
in a given social-ecological system, indicating the need for further integration through social 
learning. These findings support the idea that narratives are an informative avenue to 
understand institutional work that goes into the maintenance of local institutions. Lastly, 
these narratives helped to identify the perceived importance of neighborhoods as a 
foundational feature that compensated for structural limitations stakeholders felt due to 
extralocal forces. People in post-agrarian landscapes see a need for creating new ways of 
building inter-subjective knowledge and community amidst a changing landscape centered 
around non-farming residents and industrial farming. The ability of people in post-agrarian 
landscapes to achieve a shared story tying together narratives across sectors of society is 
likely to result in improved local autonomy and ecological outcomes. 
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CHAPTER 3: A MIXED-METHODS STUDY TO ASSESS LANDSCAPE LEVEL 
PLACE MEANINGS AND ATTACHMENT AMONG TWO COUNTIES IN THE 
MIDWESTERN UNITED STATES 
 
Introduction 
Place, understood as space imbued with meaning (Vanclay 2008), is a frame people 
use to make sense of their embeddedness in the world and to understand changes in their 
environment (Gieryn 2000). Place has long been finding a home in environmental 
management because it is a relatively holistic concept that can move beyond instrumental 
vales to encapsulate meanings attached to worldviews, memories, and experiences of being in 
the world (Kaltenborn 1998; Williams and Stewart 1998). It has been used by social scientists 
to identify place-based values, understand how people are affected by landscape change, and 
generally provide context for conservation decision-making (Williams, Stewart, and Kruger 
2014). Such research has taught us that sense of place is plural (Stewart, Liebert, and Larkin 
2004), affects attitudes towards the environment (Larson, Freitas, and Hicks 2013), and is 
sensitive to landscape change (Stedman 2006; White, Virden, and van Riper 2008).  
Place research is generally divided between place attachment, which could be 
understood as the strength of the bond people have to a place, and place meanings, or the 
sources of those attachments (Larson, Freitas, and Hicks 2013; Low and Altman 1992; 
Stedman 2003). Place meaning and attachment research tends to be rooted in different 
epistemological approaches (Stedman 2001). Attachment is often studied in a positivist or 
post-positivist theoretical grounding in that the primary goal of the research is the 
development and testing of predictable hypotheses. Examples include research that examines 
how place attachment develops across the lifespan (Hay 1998), how experiences influence 
attachment (Hammit et al. 2004), and how attachment affects pro-environmental behaviors 
(Brehm, Eisenhauer, and Stedman 2013; Stedman 2002). On the other hand, place meanings 
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are often studied in interpretivist theoretical groundings, where the primary goal is to seek 
understanding. Research on place meanings tends to focus on interpreting the multiple place 
meanings that exist for a given site (Brehm, Eisenhauer, and Stedman 2013; Davenport and 
Anderson 2005; Manzo 2005), assessing the social construction of place in relation to issue 
formation and framing (Gieryn 2000; Martin 2003), and using place meaning interpretations 
as a tool for participatory planning (Glover, Stewart, and Gladdys 2008; Stewart, Liebart, and 
Larkin 2004).  
In this paper, I present a mixed-methods study that qualitatively and quantitively 
assessed place meanings for two counties on the urban-rural fringe in the Midwestern United 
States. I will be painstakingly clear on the steps taken for each part of the project in order to 
help others develop rigorous and robust mixed-methods place studies. The goal of this 
research was to understand place meanings for urban-rural counties in the Midwest, and to 
assess how they are related to place attachment and experience. I hypothesized that there 
would be a strong correlation between meanings and attachment, but that certain meanings 
would be more strongly correlated than others. Specifically, instrumental meanings would not 
evoke place attachment, while meanings connected to socio-cultural values, such as those tied 
to idealized meanings of rurality in the United States, would lead to larger increases in 
attachment.  
Mixed-methods place research 
Mixed-methods research can deepen current understandings about the relationship 
between place meanings and attachment, which are not often brought together in one study 
(Williams 2014). Quantifying place meanings can allow for a stronger understanding of the 
relationship between meanings and attachment, and how meanings are impacted by variables 
such as as experience, age, and gender.  Connecting the two can provide further insights into 
66 
 
the experience of place. For example, research that has connected attachment and meaning 
has found that attachment is related mostly to the physical environment and, as a person 
spends more years in a place, she/he becomes increasingly connected to social environments 
(Larson, Freitas, and Hicks 2013; Hay 1998; Stedman 2006; Soini, Vaarala, and Pouta 2012). 
Compared together, place meanings have been found to be stronger predictors of 
environmental concern (Brehm, Eisenhauer, and Stedman 2013). 
Connecting attachment to meaning can allow a more in-depth understanding of how 
scale relates to place. Meaning and attachment patterns across levels are non-scalar, meaning 
they are not neatly nested and take on new forms as they expand (Tsing 2012; Norton and 
Steinemann 2001). People rely on distinct forces and strategies for the production of produce 
locality (Appadurai 1996), nationality (Anderson 1983), and globality (Massey 1994), 
suggesting different patterns attachment and meanings. Studies have explored whether people 
can develop a sense of place for large geographic regions such as an island (Kaltenborn 1998) 
or place attachment for a state (Nanzer 2004) and overall have found that it is possible for 
people to think in these large terms. Attachment varies depending on whether it is directed 
towards town, province, and country (Shamai 1991) and while intuition might suggest people 
are most connected to their immediate environment, attachment is sometimes stronger for 
larger scales such as states and nations than neighborhoods (Hidalgo and Hernandez 2001). 
Given the erosion of neighborhood-based community in many places (Putnam 2000), it 
makes sense that some many have a stronger connection to larger scales where connections to 
lifeworlds and socio-cultural values are more explicit.  
Rigor and mixed-methods research 
Mixed-methods research can bring together the strengths of (post) positivist and 
interpretivist approaches (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004). Methodological pluralism 
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overcomes the either-or thinking of choosing a research approach, allowing for a robust 
picture of the subject of study from multiple angles (Creswell 2014). Mixed-methods adopts a 
pragmatic approach where the research approach is chosen based on the problem the research 
intends to solve (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004). However, mixed-methods also entail 
moving between epistemological assumptions which, if not undertaken carefully, can weaken 
the accuracy of the overall study. In order to bridge the gap between multiple approaches in a 
mixed-methods study, a solid foundation in the standards of rigor for interpretivist and 
positivist approaches is needed. All too often, place research that might at first seem to be 
mixed-methods adopts a position where the qualitative assessment is a quick note in the 
methods, and the rigor of interpretivist research is not demonstrated. It is relegated to being a 
step in the positivist research process.  
Interpretivist and post (positivist) approaches have different standards of rigor, which 
should be understood in order to assess a study that involves mixed-methods. Positivist 
research is generally deductive, meaning it starts with theory, derives hypotheses based on 
this theory, and tests whether observations fit the theory. Positivist research often seeks to 
demonstrate rigor through demonstration of external validity, that is whether the results of a 
study can be generalized to other sites, and internal validity where evidence can be shown to 
reliably support a claim about cause and effect. Such an approach includes most hypothesis-
testing approaches within the classic scientific paradigm. An interpretive approach takes as 
given that there are many subjective understandings of the world, all of which are influenced 
by history and other contextual factors (Moon and Blackman 2014). Interpretivist studies are 
generally inductive, meaning the researcher starts with observations about the surrounding 
world and organizes these observations in such a way to generate theory. Interpretivist 
research seeks rigor by demonstrating the extent to which findings accurately represent the 
specificities of the site. This can be done through practices such as triangulation and member 
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checks (Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba 2011; Denzin 1989) and reflexivity, where the 
researcher actively seeks to make her own value orientation explicit within the text (Behar 
1997). Inductive research is inherently place-centered as it seeks to demonstrate the extent to 
which the findings generated represent the inter-subjective agreements from the community 
of study, whereas the goal of deductive scientific approaches are replicability and universality 
of knowledge. At the expense of seeming pedantic, these standards of rigor are introduced 
here because mixed methods place research almost exclusively focuses on demonstrating 
rigor in quantitative methods while relegating qualitative methods to a step in the process to 
quantification rather than an important goal and rigorous approach in its own right. 
Throughout this paper, I will seek to demonstrate what rigor should look like both for the 
interpretivist and post-positivist parts of the research.  
Place Attachment 
Place attachment is often operationalized as a multi-dimensional construct that 
includes place identity and dependence (Jorgensen and Stedman 2001; Williams and Vaske 
2003). Place identity is the extent to which the physical environment is related to a person’s 
sense of self (Proshansky 1978). Place dependence is the degree to which the physical setting 
supports an intended use or purpose (Jorgensen and Stedman 2001). Place bonding, the 
affective connection of a person to a place either through social or nature interaction, is less 
used but has proven to be an important dimension for understanding attachment (Kyle, 
Mowen, and Tarrant 2004; Kyle, Graefe, Manning 2005). Research on place attachment has 
been connected it to a wide variety of other constructs depending on the research questions 
involved. Because this paper will look at how meanings and experiences may affect place 
attachment within the context of counties where the respondents live, I will highlight key 
finding connecting place attachment to experiences and places of dwelling.  
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Among varied research on the development of place attachment, several key findings 
are shared across studies. Research on experience use history (EUH) has generally found that 
that experienced users share distinct attachment patterns separate from those of new users 
(Hammit, Backlund, and Bixler 2004) and particularly that experience has a significant 
positive effect on place attachment (Milligan 1998; Moore and Graefe 1994; White, Virden, 
and van Riper 2008). Attachment is connected to motivation and environmental worldviews 
(van Riper, Yoon, Kyle, Wallen., Landon, and Raymond 2019) and pro-environmental 
behaviors (Tonge, Ryan, Moore, and Beckley 2015). However, it is unclear whether place 
attachment influences environmental concerns, with some finding it has an impact 
(Raymond, Brown, and Weber 2010) and others finding it has an insignificant impact 
(Brehm, Eisenhauer, and Stedman 2013). It is important to note that place attachment is not a 
normative ‘good. That is, it is not always beneficial to be more attached. When connected to 
the place meanings that give rise to attachments, it becomes clear that attachments can create 
contention among different sectors of society (Gieryn 2000). Place attachment is sometimes 
connected to negative evaluations of place change, which can create friction in a changing 
world or when changes are needed for sustainability (Anton and Lawrence 2016).  
Environmentally-focused place attachment research generally spans a range of what I 
am calling ‘special sites’ including protected areas (Larson et al. 2013; White et al. 2008; 
Wynveen and Kyle 2014), meaningful locations surrounding protected areas (Hall, Gilbertz, 
Horton, and Peterson 2013; Stewart et al. 2004), conservation project areas (Brown, Bie, and 
Weber 2015; Masterson, Tengö, and Spierenburg 2017), and amenity rich areas (Stedman 
2006). Shared among these studies is a focus on those places one chooses for its own unique 
qualities, such as choosing to visit a park or choosing a second home in a scenic location or a 
place of recreation. In the environmental social sciences, less research exists on place as a 
regular everyday site of dwelling. I use the word ‘dwelling’ rather than ‘home’ because 
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phenomenologically, dwelling and home are separate experiential states (Heidegger 1971; 
Manzo 2003). One can be at ‘home’ in places where they do not dwell; such as feeling at 
home in a particular park. In addition, one can dwell somewhere without feeling at home, 
such as living in a foreign country. To move from dwelling to home requires a connection 
between the place and one’s identity (Anton and Lawrence 2014; Feldman 1990; Twigger-
Ross and Uzzell 1996), and a sense of rootedness, understood as length of residence and 
expectations to stay (Feld and Basso 1996; Feldman 1990). The concept of dwelling captures 
those who are geographically situated in a certain location, regardless of whether they see it 
as home, and thus is more fitting to for the study of people in relation to local natural 
resources.  
Place attachment has been found to operate differently in home settings. It has often 
been thought that those who reside in a place their entire life are more attached than new 
residents and tourists (Hay 1998), though this claim tends to be unsubstantiated in the 
literature. Length of residence has been found to account for only a small amount of the 
variance in place attachment (Brown and Raymond 2007; Raymond, Brown, and Weber 
2010). In summary then, place attachment does not necessarily increase when a person lives 
somewhere longer or spends more time dwelling in a place, but can increase in the presence 
of specific experiences. The research on experience tends to be focused on how recreational 
experiences can increase attachment, and there is a gap in the literature on the kinds of 
experiences in everyday landscapes outside of recreational settings that might give rise to 
place attachment. This study looked at attachment and meanings for counties where people 
live. Given this distinction between how attachment forms related to recreational experiences 
and in sites of dwelling, I hypothesize that the time a person has lived in a county will have 
an insignificant impact on levels of attachment.  
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Place Meanings 
Place meanings are often studied using interpretive qualitative methods (e.g. 
Davenport and Anderson 2005; Gustafson 2005; Manzo 2005; Urquhart and Acott 2014; 
Wynveen, Kyle, and Sutton 2010). While meanings are created partly through psychological 
processes such as through comparison to other places (Gustafson 2005) and affect/emotion 
(Manzo 2003), place meanings are also created through immersion in socio-cultural worlds. 
They have been found to be intertwined with socio-political and cultural symbols (Devine-
Wright 2013), values (Hull, Lam, and Vigo 1994), and community identity (Greider and 
Garkovich 1994; Stewart et al. 2004). Meanings are often shared among groups, follow social 
conventions, fall in line with peoples’ roles in society and can be studied sociologically 
(Stedman 2016). Another way to say this is that place meanings are interwoven into complex 
life-worlds, the interconnected beliefs and assumptions that form a sort of logic or coherency 
and allow in-group understanding (Husserl 1954). While place meanings generally can be 
understood as descriptive beliefs about what kind of place somewhere is (Stedman 1999), or 
phenomenological accounts of places (Schroeder 2007),  they are best sociologically 
understood using interpretive approaches where both what a person says and the socio-
historical contexts that contribute to a person’s sense making are objects of study to 
understand the experience of place. Place meanings are plural among sectors of society. 
Competition for the dominance of particular meanings can cause conflicts (Gieryn 2000) and 
place-protective actions such as NIMBYism (Devine-Wright 2009).  
Given the interpretive approach of much place research, it tends not to be reduced to 
smaller dimensions that constitute place. To aid in sensemaking for the researcher, place-
meanings may be divided into types of meanings. For example, meanings have been divided 
into those related to individual interactions with oneself, interactions with others, interactions 
with the material of the place itself, and activity participation (Gustafson 2005; Wynveen and 
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Kyle 2014). However, as Wynveen and Kyle (2014) have pointed out, such a category 
schema does not necessarily represent the way place meanings are developed or experienced 
and are more backend categories for data interpretation than categories that guide the data 
collection processes.  
Place meanings for sites of dwelling are understudied, though evidence suggests that 
meanings for dwelling locations operate quite differently from place meanings for special 
sites (e.g. parks, protected areas, second homes). For example, studies have found that natural 
features are good predictors of pro-environmental behaviors while civic features, typically 
associated with places of dwelling, are not good predictors (Scannell and Gifford 2010). 
Place meanings for dwelling sites may be developed through different mechanisms than those 
for special sites. Locality is a production (Appadurai 1996) that involves the constant act of 
place-making (Martin 2003). Place meanings for dwelling sites often become the assumed 
and unarticulated backdrop of a person’s life due to through constant immersion (Buttimer 
and Seamon 1980), where comparison to other places, an experience that often deepens 
articulated meanings, is more limited (Gustafson 2005). Dwelling sites are often chosen for a 
mix of instrumental concerns (e.g. place of employment, cost of living, and being near 
family), whereas special sites are often more explicitly chosen for their inherent features and 
visited periodically. Given the way people arrive in dwelling places, they are likely to include 
a range of negative articulations and experiences, which are often not captured in researchers’ 
study designs (Manzo 2003), 
Measuring place meanings  
At first glance, measuring place meanings seems a conflicted endeavor. Place 
meaning researchers tend to emphasize the importance of contextuality, historicity, and 
uniqueness all of which complicate generalizability of findings to contribute towards 
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hypothesis testing. However, I believe that meanings are socially shared and thus share 
common traits stemming from the way interpretations reflect the biophysical, social, and 
political world. In other words, when place meanings are seen as part of an interpretivist 
tradition understood in the contexts of history and socio-cultural life-worlds, place meanings 
reflect content related to community and societal relevance. These patterns can be measured 
and studied. By measuring the degree to which a person frames a place with a particular 
meaning, researchers might be able to uncover its pervasiveness among society, develop 
plans and policies that address the needs of various social or geographic cultural groups, and 
monitor change over time. One challenge of measuring place meanings is reducing the whole 
bundle of meanings such that it fails to see the place (forest) through the domains (trees). The 
researcher must be careful in developing measures of place meanings.  
Several studies have measured place meanings. For example, Stedman (2011) asked 
participants to respond to a series of items on what kind of place a local lake was seen to be. 
Items included a place to escape, the real up North, a place of high environmental quality, 
and a pristine wilderness. He found that landscape changes affect these meanings while 
having little effect on changes in place attachment levels. Place research sometimes includes 
satisfaction with certain aspects, which incorporates a small portion of meaning into the 
analysis by addressing the question of ‘Satisfaction with what?’ (Deutsch et al. 2013; 
Stedman 2011). Other research focuses on meanings as the extent to which a place fulfills a 
particular value. For example, recreation experience preference scales look at popular 
meanings for local settings such as learning, escape, and achievement (Manfredo, Driver, and 
Tarrant 1996). In another example, place value typologies have been developed and assessed 
quantitatively for forests (Rolston and Coufal 1991; Brown and Reed 2000), ecosystems 
(Reed and Brown 2003) and social landscapes (Brown and Brabyn 2012; Nielsen-Pincus 
2011; Fagerholm and Käyhkö 2011). The value approach is an outcome/instrumental way of 
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thinking about place meanings that tends to answer the question of why a place is meaningful, 
such as finding a place is meaningful because it provides therapeutic benefits, recreation 
benefits, or biodiversity. These, however, do not fully problematize exactly what is 
meaningful. 
A major challenge for the quantification of meanings is that it needs to adhere to the 
standards of rigor associated with interpretive research if it is to remain firmly grounded in 
the contextual emphasis of place meaning research. The quantification of place meanings 
should begin with inductive, qualitative processes to understand the meanings that exist for a 
particular site. These meanings can then be developed into scales measuring the strength of 
their felt presence among research participants. One of the only examples of such an 
approach is Wynveen and Kyle (2014) and Wynveen, Kyle, and Sutton (2012) who built their 
quantification of meanings on qualitative inquiry where they identified place meanings for 
tropical marine settings through interviews (Wynveen, Kyle, and Sutton 2010). In most 
research in which meanings have been measured, they have been developed from literature 
and theoretical interest (e.g. Brown and Raymond 2007; Soini et al. 2012; Stedman 2011). In 
each case, an array of meanings is developed based primarily on literature and it is assumed 
the researcher knows the context well enough to pick which meanings to incorporate in the 
study. Such an approach makes assumptions about the researchers’ knowledge of their study 
site and underemphasizes the rigor of interpretive research that should be used to demonstrate 
the trustworthiness of the research process.  
Methods 
The data collection for this manuscript was conducted as part of a larger study called 
“Building rural community resilience in context of protected grasslands.” The overall study 
sought to look at regional sense of place, prospects for growth, and opportunities to build 
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resilience in Jasper County, Iowa and Will County, Illinois. For this portion of the study, the 
research was broken into two distinct phases, each of which will be described separately. 
During phase 1, place meanings for the two sites were developed from interviews and focus 
groups held in Jasper County, Iowa and Will County, Illinois using interpretive methods. 
During phase 2, a place meaning scale was developed that quantified place meanings and was 
employed in a mixed-mode survey of residents of both counties.    
Will County, Illinois 
Will County, Illinois located south of Chicago, is a matrix of rural, urban, and 
exurban spaces. As of 2017, the county had a population of 692,661 in a larger Chicago 
metropolitan area of over 9 million. Will county it is unique from other Chicago collar 
counties; Forty-three percent of its land is still in agricultural production, primarily corn and 
soybeans, and much of the county is rural. Will County is also home to conservation areas 
including the 16,000-acre Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie, and over 21,000 acres of Will 
County Forest Preserves that protect prairies, forests, savannas, barrens, and wetland 
ecosystems.  
While maintaining a high degree of agricultural and protected land, conversion of 
agricultural lands has also given way to suburban growth, industrial development, and freight 
transportation centers. Several projects are in the works including a new highway through the 
county, and the possibility of a third Chicago airport to be located within the largely rural 
Eastern side of Will County. Between 2000 and 2017, the population of Will County grew by 
37%, making it the fastest growing county in the state and one of the fastest growing counties 
in the country.  
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Jasper County, Iowa 
Jasper County, located east of Des Moines, is a rural county with a population of 
about 37,000. As of 2012, approximately 80 percent of its land was in agricultural 
production. The area boasts many distinct small towns, each with their own unique attractions 
and qualities. It also boasts a growing recreation and conservation sphere including an 8,000-
acre tallgrass prairie refuge. Ecosystems include prairies, woodlands, and wetlands. The 
Skunk River cuts through the southwest of the county.  
Over recent decades, Jasper County has adapted to changing economic opportunities. 
The home appliance company Maytag once employed over 3,000 people, but left Jasper 
County in 2007. However, the county is diversifying in healthcare, agricultural operations, 
and a growing wind turbine industry, and exploring further opportunities related to grassland 
protection. The county population has been relatively steady since 1960. 
Phase 1 data collection 
The goal of phase 1 was to interpret the array of place meanings for the two counties 
as they existed in the minds of participants. To accomplish this goal, thirty-two key 
stakeholder interviews and two focus groups with fifteen participants total were conducted 
between March and December of 2016 (Table 3.1). Participants were generally community 
leaders who could speak to a number of trajectories of growth and change in their counties 
across agriculture, land use, economic development, education and workforce development, 
and conservation planning. Given that participants were generally already involved in 
planning for the future through various organizational affiliations, they were likely already 
primed to think in terms of place meanings and to reflect on community-based values. This 
was part of the rationale for engaging these individuals as opposed to other members of the 
counties who may be less prepared to articulate place meanings for their dwelling counties. 
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Table 3.1 
Stakeholders involved in interviews and focus groups divided into those related to 
development and political positions and those related to natural and agricultural resources. 
Site 
Development and 
Political (n) 
Natural and 
Agricultural (n) Total by Site (n) 
Jasper County 7 8 15 
Will County 6  11 17 
Total by Group (n) 13 19 32 
 
In this study, place was understood through a lens of change. Researchers asked 
participants to identify those things they liked and disliked about their home county, to 
identify trends and changes occurring, and to reflect on those changes to identify an ideal 
vision for the future. For example, one question asked was “To what extent is growth and 
development desirable?  What factors do you care about growing (or changing).” Where 
appropriate, this question was followed with additional inquiry to understand the reasons 
participants saw a particular change as desirable or undesirable. While some explanations 
existed purely in the realm of instrumental values (less traffic, more walkable sidewalks, 
etc.), others revealed values attached to sense of place such as desire for a true sense of 
community. For example, one person responded, “We don’t build communities. We build 
subdivisions,” highlighting some of the challenges of rapid residential development and the 
impacts this has had on local social connections.  
Interpretive research requires making the researcher to make it clear how the research 
design led to the findings, and the biases it introduced during the process. Phase 1 was 
grounded in co-construction of knowledge, where the data or knowledge sought does not 
exist ‘out there’ to be ‘discovered’ by the researcher, but rather, the process of research itself 
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plays a pivotal role in the formation of the data. We assumed that bringing together the focus 
groups to engage a discussion about place meanings, that such meanings would be 
constructed (Kenter, Reed, and Fazey 2016). As an example, consider the following focus 
group excerpt:  
Facilitator: Is there anything we didn’t talk about that we should have? 
Person A: Maybe one thing, I don’t know, really popped out was the quality of 
education, schooling. Having 3 children in school now, we’ve clearly picked our school 
district as a place we wanted to live. I don’t know how that fits in, but you know, 
typically if a community is vibrant, the schools are usually good. But sometimes, one’s 
gotta come first.  
Facilitator: Sure.  
Person B: But I think that also gets to some income equality issues. Because you have 
school districts that have incredible resources. And then you have other school districts 
that don’t.  
Person A: There you go.  
Person B: So, I think that does play into this, and that would be my other issue. Is just 
that income inequality issue… We’re talking about school districts and property 
taxes… You have those that just struggle, and maybe the jobs there are much more low 
paying. 
Person A: Interesting. Uh, yeah, you said it better than me.  
This excerpt shows how Person A and B were developing ideas individually and together 
through the focus group setting. Person A was developing his own ideas as he brought up the 
issue of schooling near the end of the focus group, adding that he does not know exactly how 
his ideas “fit in.”  Person B developed the idea further by adding that education is an issue 
related to equality, bringing new ideas to the discussion. In response, person A indicated 
learning from this exchange when he shared in response “you said it better than me.” This 
approach does not rely on a person’s gut reaction to a question, but rather emphasizes the 
ability to deliberate to reach an answer (Forester 1999). 
As a negative side of co-construction, focus groups have the possibility of 
contributing to groupthink, where one or two influential members direct the thinking of 
79 
 
others, sometimes in misguided directions (Kennedy 1988). For example, in the Will County 
focus group, one member (who we will call Person X) seemed to be particularly revered. 
Others made laudatory statements such as, “I’m not trying to overly pat somebody on the 
back, but I’m being very honest. What Person X has done for the business community out 
here is fantastic. And that was actually something that was said yesterday in a staff meeting. I 
hope your ears were ringing very good yesterday because we were very complimentary of 
you.” Participants tended to build upon and agree with what Person X said, often speaking 
directly to him rather than the group as a whole. Person X owned this role, wearing a suit and 
tie while the rest of the group was dressed more casually, and taking a leadership role in 
responding to most questions.  
Problems such as groupthink are lessened by an understanding of just what a data 
source can and cannot say. This is another demonstration of rigor in qualitative research. This 
study was designed such that the focus group data would be one of multiple points of contact 
with people in the community, allowing the other data collection points to compensate for its 
inadequacies. For example, individual interviews allowed participants to say things they 
would not necessarily have said in a group setting. In addition, after the focus groups, we 
allowed co-construction to continue through member checks. Participants were sent a 
summary of the focus group and asked to provide feedback, edits, and comments. This 
allowed them the chance to further consider and change or refine their thinking on topics. 
Key findings were also shared directly with research participants via presentations and 
technical reports produced with language intended for a general audience and feedback 
sought. 
Two additional points of verification on the qualitative data were included in the 
process. First, the place meaning scale was pilot tested using verbal protocol analysis (Paul 
and Mukhopadhyay 2003), where individuals talk through their answers and thoughts when 
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completing the questionnaire, among 120 residents across the two research sites. This 
allowed the team to assess whether participants found the meanings to generally be salient 
and sensible. In addition, before reaching the close-ended place meaning items on the 
questionnaire, respondents were prompted with an open-ended question: “Why is your county 
special to you?” This question was seen as a tool that could prompt respondents to reflect on 
important place meanings, and could serve to assess construct validity of the place meanings 
identified in the interview phase. Such steps can serve as checks against groupthink, 
misinterpretation of the data, and other problems that can occur in the process of research.  
Phase 1 analysis 
All meetings and focus groups were typed into transcripts and analyzed using NVIVO 
10, a qualitative coding program. Data were analyzed using three rounds of focused coding 
revolving around codes, categories, and themes (Bazeley 2009). Codes tend to be descriptive 
snippets from the text itself that describe the understood intent of the statement, or series of 
statements, and tend to avoid abstraction. During the first round, two members of the research 
team analyzed the transcripts into discrete components and all mentions of sense of place 
were assigned a unique code. For this research, codes included descriptions about what the 
county as a place was, is, and could be. These descriptions were often tied to evaluative 
judgements about whether the change was desirable which were also included in the coding 
process.  
During the second round, groups of codes were organized into a broad range of 
categories. They seek to identify where codes may be similar in nature or topic. They are 
generally more abstract than codes, but still err on the side of remaining grounded in the text 
as opposed to abstraction. This intermediary step between concrete codes and abstracted 
themes allows the researcher to ensure that the results are faithful to the context and intended 
meanings of participants. An example of a category for our research was ‘community’ where 
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people discussed community as it related to their counties. This category brought together a 
broad range of more specific codes such as ‘knowing neighbors’ and ‘tourists as disruptive.’ 
The third round of coding consisted of moving from categories to themes, which in 
this case, represented prevailing place meanings. The main goal of theme building is to bring 
in integrating, relational concepts (Bazeley 2009). Themes are less specific than categories. 
They more readily depart from the immediate text and identify abstract concepts that unify 
and organize the data based upon theory. These themes tend to be context-driven but also 
theory informed. Any chunk of text can be sorted into a multitude of categories, but 
ultimately the themes identified depend on and relate to the research questions.  
The process did not follow a linear reduction or one-way logic from specific to 
general. The research team moved between the collected data, literature on existing place 
value typologies (e.g. Brown and Brabyn 2012; Nielsen-Pincus 2011), literature that 
quantified place meanings (e.g. Nanzer 2004; Stedman 2003), and research on the 
background of the two counties themselves. The researchers also sought consensus on key 
findings through discussion and debate as another demonstration of rigor. The two main 
analysts met multiple times through the process to share and debate emerging findings. 
Interim findings were shared with the larger research team, most of whom had been in 
attendance during the data collection, and these findings were discussed for further 
refinement. Overall, an interrater reliability between the two researchers who conducted the 
coding was calculated at 93.93%. To calculate the reliability the total units of text from the 
transcripts agreed upon by both analysts and the total units of text left blank by analysts were 
divided by the overall units of text in the transcript. In the end, eight distinct place meanings 
were identified for use in Phase 2.  
Another step for ensuring the rigor of the research was to assess convergent validity, 
ensuring that the place meanings identified from the interviews and focus groups were the 
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primary place meanings for the study sites, responses to the open-ended item in the 
questionnaire were analyzed. These open-ended questions were thematically analyzed to see 
if they fit into the eight theorized place meanings. If new meanings came up, they were 
assigned an emergent place meaning. Comments were coded such that they could represent 
any number of place meanings, with each text segment carrying a single meaning.  In other 
words, a set of words could represent just one meaning. Of 967 completed questionnaires, 
602 (62%) wrote comments in the open-ended question.  
Phase 2 data collection 
Phase 2 was grounded in a deductive approach to assessing the extent of importance 
for the eight place meanings derived during Phase 1. Phase 2 sought to develop a scale 
capable of quantitative assessment eventually useful for hypotheses testing. Because this 
study was creating a new scale, there were two intermediary goals. The first was simply to 
test the validity of and assess the felt extent of the eight hypothesized place meanings in each 
of the two research counties. A secondary goal was to use the quantified place meanings to 
examine the possible relationship between meanings and other variables including place 
attachment, experiential variables, and demographic variables. Given the loose connections in 
the literature mentioned earlier between place meanings and attachment, we hypothesized 
that only some meanings would be correlated to place attachment, particularly those tied to 
socio-cultural values and worldviews as opposed to those tied to more instrumental 
meanings. Given the literature on attachment to dwelling places, we hypothesized that length 
of residence in a county will not affect meanings or attachment.  
To develop the scale, two members of the research team developed a battery of items 
that reflected the hypothesized meanings from phase one and met with the larger research 
team to sharpen and narrow the items down to three for each meaning. The basis of a good 
scale is to have multiple items for each unobservable construct, which serve as indicators of 
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the construct (DeVellis 2012). In this case, there were eight latent place meanings assessed 
through 24 Likert items. The questionnaire prompted respondents with the following: “Which 
of these statements best reflects why your county is special and distinct? Please rate how 
much you agree with each statement.” Respondents were asked to choose on a five-point 
Likert scale that ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree.  
To be able to compare meaning and attachment, we also included a place attachment 
scale, which was based on prior place attachment research. Specifically, the scale was 
modified from a multidimensional construct first employed by Williams and Roggenbuck 
(1989) and refined by Williams and Vaske (2003). We also added a third dimension 
sometimes used, place bonding (Kyle et al. 2004; Jorgensen and Stedman 2001). There were 
four items for each construct, totaling 24 items. The place attachment questions were 
specifically directed at attachment felt at the county-level. 
Using address-based sampling (ABS), the questionnaire was mailed to a random 
sample of 3,000 households in Jasper County and Will County.  The mixed-mode survey 
employed both mail-back and online return, depending on respondent’s preferences.  An 
adapted version of the Tailored Design Method (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian 2013) was 
employed using five points of contact (an introductory letter from a local group, a 
questionnaire packet, a thank you / reminder post card a second wave of questionnaires, and a 
third wave of questionnaires). We received a response rate of approximately 34% (3,000 
surveys sent, 151 return to sender, and 967 completed and returned questionnaires). Overall, 
respondents were close to the census estimates in many respects. For example, 54.47% of 
respondents were female, compared to 54% in the 2016 Census, and 84% were white 
compared to 83% in the census. However, respondents were older. The median age of 
respondents was 59 years (19-104 years) compared to 40 in the census. They were also more 
educated. Of survey respondents, 40% had higher than a Bachelor’s degree, compared to 33% 
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in the Census. Such discrepancies between the U.S. Census and the respondents suggest the 
possibility that some place meanings felt among younger and less educated members may not 
be fairly represented by respondents.   
Phase 2 analysis 
Testing a new scale rigorously requires demonstration of construct validity through 
internal consistency and discriminant validity. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), which 
allows the researcher to test whether the data fits hypothesized latent constructs, was used for 
both the place meaning and place attachment scales to demonstrate construct validity. 
Cronbach’s Alpha was used to demonstrate construct reliability through a measure of internal 
consistency between items for each construct. Average variance extracted (AVE) was used to 
demonstrate discriminant validity, which shows the variance captured by a construct in 
relation to variance captured by error.  
To examine the relationship between attachment and meanings, Pearson (bivariate) 
correlations were run. The goal was to quantify the relationships and assess the extent to 
which changes in place meanings are correlated with changes in place attachment. 
Quantifying both the direction and magnitude of these relationships provides starting points 
to understand whether attachment and meaning are two-sides of the same coin, as generally 
assumed. An additional series of multiple OLS regression were run to examine the possible 
effect of background experience variables (years in county, living and working in the same 
county) and demographic characteristics (age, gender, income, and education) on place 
meanings and attachment. By comparing how attachment and meanings are affected by these 
variables, we will gain insight into their relationship.  
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Findings 
Phase 1 findings 
Eight distinct place meanings were identified. These findings were relatively 
exhaustive of the themes that emerged from the data, but were not mutually exclusive. 
Because this research sought to capture place meanings as understood and framed by those 
who live there, there arose multiple ways of framing similar ideas, which could not be 
justifiably lumped together. Further study of these meanings as parts of complex life-worlds 
could reveal distinct values, beliefs, and cultural symbols connected to them. For example, 
while the meanings of Small-Town Feel and Caring Community may both indicate similar 
ideas about a community that maintains strong social networks, Small-Town Feel was more 
tied to a declensionist narrative of the loss of small-town values in the face of development, 
while Caring Community was more strongly connected to a progressive narrative of triumph 
in the face of adversity. In the interest of erring on the side of contextual fidelity based on a 
holistic approach to place, meanings were sometimes overlapping and conceptualized at 
different scales that ranged specific features of the place to more abstract ideas about place.  
Findings below include a brief explanation of the larger context for each meaning and 
an operational definition for each meaning. The operational definitions are indicated in italics 
at the beginning of each meaning description. These definitions were developed by the 
researchers based on the coding results and were used to create the survey items described in 
Phase 2.  
1. Prairie conservation: Distinctiveness comes from presence of land devoted to 
prairie restoration and conservation of other ecosystems. There are both large 
tracts of natural grasslands and other pieces of native landscape visible in the 
county. 
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 Participants saw an increasing compatibility between conservation, agriculture, and 
development and increasing use of prairie strips and other conservation-oriented practices. 
Prairie conservation was connected to the conservation of heritage.  While discussing a local 
prairie preserve, one participant shared:  
“I think that’s where it gets into all of the natural resources in their most natural state 
of, and preserving those, and, I’m not articulating very well, but there is an authenticity 
to it. It’s not just something that we’re making it look good. Right? It’s that we’ve 
cherished it and preserved it in its natural state.” 
Prairie conservation was tied to the authentic past. It was also connected to quality of life, 
attracting residents to live in the county, and providing economic boosts through tourism. 
While prairie conservation was part of the sense of place, it was also a controversial topic 
when discussed in relation to agriculture: 
“Well, an issue you’re always gonna have, a lot of people don’t realize that Iowa, 
Illinois, and Indiana, the combination of soils, climate, and access to markets, it’s the 
most productive farmland in the world, and so, you establish more grassland areas, and 
you’re taking that land out of agriculture. That’s not gonna lay well with certain 
people.” 
This quote shows how prairie conservation may be seen as a positive or negative place 
meaning depending on the individual.  
2. Outdoor living: Distinctiveness comes from the rural landscapes that contrast 
with the city landscapes of the nearby metropolitan area.  There are outdoor 
activities including hiking in nature, seeing wildlife, biking, walking, and 
generally enjoying open spaces in the county. 
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 Outdoor living was connected to rural heritage, increased tourism, economic 
diversification, and quality of life. In particular, hunting was important for both counties and 
was connected to healthy habitats:  
“We’re doing the cover crops; we’re getting some of the habitat back. There used to 
millions upon millions of dollars pumped into Iowa through hunting, through peasant 
hunting and that kind of stuff…If the populations are healthy, that might come back.”  
 In both counties, there seemed to be a shifting emphasis to silent sports, particularly 
trails. Residents discussed the importance of trails as connecting people and contributing to 
the overall wellbeing of the community. Several participants emphasized trails as an 
important area of growth over the next ten years. One land use planner shared:   
“Studies show that bike trail tourists are more highly educated, more prosperous, they 
have money, they’re gonna spend money, they’re looking for certain things. And that’s 
an opportunity we have…We need to enhance the trails that we have, and create some 
new ones and get a network established. That’s a big growing industry.” 
However, trails were not seen as entirely positive, as they brought many outsiders into the 
county. For example, one farmer shared about a popular local restaurant: “You go in there, 
and you don’t know anybody in there. They’re all from somewhere else.” 
3. Agricultural pride: Distinctiveness comes from richness of the farmland in this 
county as some of the best in the nation. Because the soil is so fertile, the county is 
well known for testing new farming technology that spreads to other places in the 
country.  It is also known internationally for the agricultural products it sells. 
 Participants connected agriculture to infrastructure for transporting agricultural goods 
and saw it as a link between the Midwest and global markets. For example, one participant 
shared: “I think the establishment of more markets for our farming community to be able go 
overseas with exports. It’s been important.” Participants expected that agriculture would 
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remain strong in both counties due to its increasing connections to world markets and 
technological advancements: 
“I don’t think people realize how many foreign visitors come through the Des Moines 
airport... And they’re coming to Iowa primarily for agricultural. And it’s a two-way 
street for us. We’re trying to sell ‘em something. We’re trying to sell ‘em on what 
we’ve got is what they need to buy” 
 While no one spoke negatively about agriculture in the interviews and focus groups, it 
does not necessarily mean this place meaning could not be perceived negatively. Given that 
participants were forward-thinking community leaders, they were likely primed to think 
about compatibility, and to be accepting of changes to agriculture that provided an economic 
boost. It is not difficult to imagine a different group of people in each county who may prefer 
agricultural land give way to other uses. Furthermore, in Will County, several participants 
were involved in efforts to develop a third airport for Chicago and had advocated for an 
additional highway that would connect Illinois and Indiana, suggesting that while they may 
not see themselves as ‘against agriculture’ they are for development that could remove many 
agricultural spaces. Others in the room had fought against such propositions and it was 
surprising to find that participants generally did not discuss such controversial topics and 
seemed to favor consensus reaching over debate of divisive issues related to the futures of 
each county. Such findings suggest that the focus group setting did not uncover the extent of 
divisions that may exist among the broader community. 
4. Small-town feel: Distinctiveness comes from the unique communities in the county 
that have a friendly ambiance and tightly-knit social fabric. There are a 
manageable number of places to go and things to do and the businesses are 
mostly locally-owned. The towns are quiet and peaceful. Each town has a special 
small town feeling about it. 
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 The small-town feel is not necessarily related to the size of the town, but rather to the 
strength of social connections, where people know one another and spend much of their time. 
One person shared: “I’d like to see the community grow from within rather than it become a 
bedroom-type community for working downtown.” By bedroom community, participants 
were generally referring to exurbanization, where the space is regionalized and small, rural 
towns become commuter towns for a local city. Living and working in the same county was 
said to be important for maintaining the social networks that created a small-town feel.  
 In Will County, participants were concerned that rapid residential development was 
ruining the small-town feel: 
“We build all sorts of homes, what’s been neglected is building a community. It’s just 
run up a bunch of roofs. It’s just a bunch of people out there and there’s no sense of 
community that ultimately binds and makes people want to stay for a long time.” 
People mostly saw the small-town feel as vanishing due to development among a conflicted 
population: 
Person D: “So there’s just a kind of odd oxymoron that goes on in a lot of the smaller 
communities where they don’t want growth; they don’t want anything to change, but 
they want an Olive Garden (national restaurant chain). [Group laughter] So, I think 
it’s understanding really what people honestly want. Because they don’t want the 
congestion that goes along with something like that, but they want that.”  
Person E: “Exactly. Olive Garden, all those things. You’ll say, ‘rooftops.’ ‘Well, I don’t 
want more rooftops!’”  
As this discussion between two participants shows, a small-town feel was seen as desirable, 
but perhaps impossible to maintain in the face of economic development and possibly 
represented an anti-growth mindset. 
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5. Access to urban life: Distinctiveness comes from the close proximity to so many 
activities in the nearby large city, yet this county is not in the city.  Residents in 
this county can easily work or visit the city.  Urbanites come to visit on a day-trip 
and really like the landscapes and places of our county. 
 Both research sites were near major cities (Chicago and Des Moines). Participants 
named proximity to a major urban center as a favorite feature of their home counties:  
Facilitator: “So, if you could name two things that you like most about life in Jasper 
County.”  
Person F: “I would probably say location and um…recreational activities, things to do.”  
Facilitator: “Now, location meaning in Iowa or uh in the central part of Iowa?” 
Person F: “Um… Yes. And uh… proximity to Des Moines specifically.”  
Person G: “Um… I definitely like the people here. I really enjoy working with the 
people in Jasper County, and I was also gonna say the accessibility to the Des Moines 
metro. I think that’s a real asset for the county.” 
Proximity to urban centers brought in more residents. It also justified additional development. 
In Will County, major intermodal centers were developed specifically because of its 
proximity to Chicago. Speaking of the developers, one person shared: “Their perception was 
the fact that we’re in close proximity to Chicago, was a huge benefit.” Thus, proximity to 
urban centers provided jobs and security. However, as mentioned earlier, such development 
could come at the detriment of other place meanings such as the Small-Town Feel. 
6. Tourism Appeal: Distinctiveness comes from the appeal of this county as a 
destination for people from all over to come visit our natural areas, community 
buildings and parks, and other places that make the county special. 
 Participants generally saw tourism as growing in importance. In Will County, no 
negatives were shared. “I don’t see the tourism part being a downside and I think there’s a lot 
of potential for that in Will County, but it’s organizing the message, be it Route 66, be it the 
rivers, be it certainly Midewin (prairie preserve) and the bison, or the Joliet penitentiary…” 
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Another stated: “I’d like to see more tourism. I think we have a lot of tourism that comes in, 
but I think Will County could do a little bit more as far as some development with that.”  
 In Jasper County, the idea of tourism was less diversified and focused primarily on 
recreation trails. People were positive about this prospect: “One opportunity that we have 
here, that is one of the hottest tourist growth areas in the country, and that is the recreation 
trails that are connected to a large metro. We have that opportunity here.” However, as 
mentioned in the recreational place meaning findings, trails sometimes brought in many 
strangers and changed the feel of the place and so were not unequivocally positive. This 
concern was unique to Jasper County.  
7. Family Life: Distinctiveness comes from the many good things about the county as 
an ideal location to raise a young and growing family. In contrast to other places, 
we have a variety of employment prospects, about any social or recreational 
activity you’d want to do, good schools and amenities, and safe neighborhoods. 
 Participants in both counties were attracted to the idea of balance and having a little 
bit of everything. They emphasized this setting as ideal for raising a family. One person 
shared what they liked about Will County as being related to this diversity: 
“I think having a sense of Will County, having a sense of opportunity, opportunity to do 
a lot of different things. If you wanna move here, again it’s affordable, there’s a variety 
of community styles and choices. Uh a lot of things to do, places to shop.” 
Another linked this explicitly to family life.  
“Quality of life, and that means a lot of things. It means something different to 
everybody, but just overall quality of life. And security. And you know, to me those are 
two basic things that people are looking for when they wanna raise their family or they 
wanna visit someplace or whatever they’re doing.” 
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Overall, family life as a place meaning was about balance, diversity, and quality of life, and 
safety.  
8. Caring Community: Distinctiveness comes from the people of the community who 
care about each other, take care of their own, and pull together in times of need.   
 Caring Community was connected to social capital that allowed communities to come 
through difficult times. Jasper County had faced the loss of one of its major employers, 
Maytag. Participants attributed the county’s ability to pull through to a strong sense of 
perseverance and ability to pull together to get through difficult times:  
“I think the whole county came out of the Maytag pullout and it had quite an effect on 
the place. Both in terms of the reality of the situation and also the perception of the 
situation. The county was gonna dry up and blow away because Maytag wasn’t here 
because they’d been such a strong presence…I’ve really perceived an attitude shift that, 
‘Yep, we’re ready to move forward. We have this great legacy and this great history of 
being the capital of the washing machine industry for the last 100 years...but we’re 
ready to move on, move forward.” 
The idea of a caring community was perceived slightly differently in Will County. The 
difficult times facing Will County were related to a period of excessive growth.   
“There were periods of growth so rapid, I don’t think people could actually step back 
and recognize what was happening. There wasn’t a real coherent regional, sub-regional, 
whatever you wanna call it, but a plan in place where people understood how 
communities were coming together or not and how we were gonna knit something that 
was county-based in the midst of all these individual municipalities working somewhat 
in silos, or in competition from time to time.”  
At the time of the research, Will County had experienced a period of slowdown in housing 
growth that allowed the county leaders to act and develop a more coherent network of land 
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uses. Participants saw the county as having strong leadership that could be trusted. One 
person shared: “The leadership of this county is very strong, level-headed and from our 
perspective, very pro-business.”  
Convergent validity of place meanings 
Analysis of the open-ended item on the questionnaire largely confirmed the 
importance of the eight identified place meanings (Figure 3.1). All eight place meanings 
arose in the open-ended answers and five of them were the top mentioned meanings in the 
open-ended item. Agricultural pride and small town-feel were less mentioned in the open-
ended item, perhaps closely associated with rurality and thus reflecting the generally lower 
populations of rural parts of the counties. Tourism was mentioned by less than 1 percent of 
survey respondents, suggesting its importance had been overstated in the interviews and 
focus groups, and that our group of stakeholders may have been anticipating future 
development more than responding to current day conditions. 
 New meanings arose as well. Six percent of respondents indicated that economics 
made their county special. Examples include “Lower taxes. More bang for your buck!” and 
“The county is near a large city for job opportunities and has lower taxes.” While such 
comments are not usually affiliated with sense of place, it does fit the definition of place 
meanings as descriptive beliefs about what kind of place somewhere is (Stedman 1999). The 
importance of economics indicates how a large proportion of people see the space as an 
instrumental means to an ends. Future work should be done to explore the place of economics 
in place meanings. In addition, seven percent of survey respondents made negative comments 
that could not be broken further because they were general statements such as “It’s not,” and 
“The truth is that Jasper County is just a normal Iowa-type county to me without a special 
meaning to me.” Other emergent place meanings were mentioned by fewer than 2% of the 
respondents and included: traffic, politics, location, and history. 
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Phase 2 findings 
Listwise deletion was chosen to handle missing data because the data was missing at 
random, and all variables had missing responses. All survey items had missing responses 
between 10-13 percent. The data was found to be missing at random. However, Little’s 
missing completely at random (MCAR) test showed the data was not MCAR. While multiple 
imputation or full information maximum likelihood are sometimes used to help with missing 
data, with the idea that they can reduce bias that may be introduced by systematically missing 
data, studies have shown that listwise deletion can be less biased in the cases where predictor 
variables are missing in regression analysis (Allison 2001; Allison 2014). Given the full 
sample of 967 responses received, listwise deletion still enabled sufficient power for 
analyses.  
Confirmatory factor analysis of the place meanings using maximum likelihood 
estimation (Table 3.2) shows the scale to be a good fit for the data. All indices for the place 
Figure 3.1: Percent of Participants Out of Total Questionnaires Mentioning County-Level 
Place Meanings In Open-Ended Item 
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meaning model were within the acceptable range (SRMSR=.06, RMSEA=.08, CFI=.93) 
(Browne and Cudeck 1993; Stieger and Lind 1980; Hayduk 1996; Hu and Bentler 1999). 
Factor loadings ranged from .78 to .93. All of the place meaning items had a high internal 
consistency with Cronbach’s α >.7, which is usually considered the acceptable range (Cortina 
1993) and acceptable average variance extracted (AVE) scores above .50 (Hair et al. 2006). 
Therefore, no items or factors were dropped from the analysis.  The LR test of the model vs. 
saturated was 𝑋2=1214.94, df=225, Prob > 𝑋2= <.01. Confirmatory factor analysis of place 
attachment scale (Table 3.3) showed the scale to also be a good fit for the data. All indices for 
the place attachment model were within the acceptable range (SRMSR=.05, RMSEA=.09, 
CFI=.95). Internal consistency was high with α >.7, and an acceptable average variance 
extracted (AVE) above .50 was found for each dimension.  The LR test of the model vs. 
saturated was  𝑋2=  418.30, Prob >𝑋2= 0.0000, df=51. 
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Table 3.2 
Place Meanings Item Means, Factor Loadings, Factor Loadings, and Cronbach’s 
Alpha Scores (n=778) 
 
Item 
Mean 
Factor 
Loading 
Standard 
Error 
Factor Mean  
(Standard 
Deviation) 
Cronbach's Alpha 
(Average Variance 
Explained) 
Prairie 
Conservation 
   
3.68 (.86) 0.93(.83) 
Native prairie 
landscaping 
3.66 0.89 0.01 
  
Natural 
conservation 
areas 
3.77 0.93 0.01 
  
Protected 
grasslands 
3.63 0.90 0.01 
  
Outdoor Living 
   
3.78(.83) 0.85(.65) 
Outdoor 
recreation 
opportunities  
3.72 0.79 0.02 
  
Rural landscapes  3.80 0.81 0.02 
  
Opportunities to 
encounter wildlife 
3.82 0.82 0.02 
  
Agricultural Pride 
   
3.66(.90) 0.91(.79) 
Farmland 
productivity  
3.80 0.96 0.01 
  
Fertile soils for 
growing crops  
3.80 0.94 0.01 
  
Agricultural 
innovation 
3.37 0.75 0.02 
  
Small Town Feel 
   
3.71(.84) 0.87(.71) 
Local community 
where families 
know each other  
3.80 0.83 0.01 
  
Special local 
places  
3.66 0.82 0.02 
  
Close personal 
relationships in 
the community  
3.65 0.89 0.01 
  
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
97 
 
Note: Model: 𝑋2=1214.94, df=224 SRMSR=.06, RMSEA=.08, CFI=.93  
Means based on a 5-point scale 1=strongly disagree 5=strongly agree 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3.2 (cont.) 
Access to Urban 
Life 
 
3.69(.86) 
 
0.83(.66) 
Suburban 
lifestyle 
3.59 0.64 0.02 
  
Easy access to 
urban activities  
3.75 0.92 0.01 
  
Close proximity 
for visitors from 
the City 
3.69 0.84 0.01 
  
Tourism Appeal 
   
3.30(.92) 0.88(.71) 
Many attractions 
for visitors 
3.18 0.84 0.01 
  
Variety of natural 
areas for visitors  
3.51 0.82 0.02 
  
Unique places for 
tourists 
3.19 0.86 0.01 
  
Family Life 
   
3.56(.83) 0.78(.57) 
Variety of 
employment 
opportunities 
3.19 0.72 0.02 
  
Lots of activities 
that bring 
balance to my life 
3.41 0.85 0.01 
  
Good place to 
raise a family 
4.08 0.68 0.02 
  
Caring 
Community 
   
3.41(.83) 0.82(.63) 
Local 
governments that 
listen to residents  
3.25 0.77 0.02 
  
Communities that 
reflect the 
character of its 
citizens 
3.57 0.89 0.01 
  
 History of 
overcoming 
hardships 
3.40 0.71 0.02 
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Table 3.3 
Place Attachment Item Means, Factor Loadings, Factor Loadings, and Cronbach’s Alpha 
Scores (n=778) 
 
Note: Model: 𝑋2=  418.30, Prob > chi2 = 0.0000, df=51 SRMSR=.05, RMSEA=.09, CFI=.95  
Means based on a 5-point scale 1=strongly disagree 5=strongly agree 
X was replaced with the respective county name to which that questionnaire was sent 
 
Item 
Mean 
Factor Loading Standard Error Factor Mean 
(Standard 
Deviation) 
Cronbach's 
Alpha 
(Average 
Variance 
Explained) 
Place Identity    3.44(.89) .85(.62) 
I strongly identify with X 
County 
3.52 .88 .01   
I feel like X County is a part 
of me 
3.45 .91 .01   
I feel no commitment to X 
County 
3.51 .62 .02   
I find that a lot of my life is 
organized around X County 
3.27 .67 .02   
Place Dependence    2.94 (.97) .86(.64) 
The time I spend in X County 
could just as easily be spent 
somewhere else 
2.85 .65 .02   
Living in X County is more 
important than living any 
other place  
2.78 .82 .01   
X County is best for what I 
like to do 
3.09 .82 .01   
I enjoy living in X county 
more than any other place 
3.09 .88 .01   
Place Bonding    3.52 (.90) .80(.61) 
I have special connections to 
X County and the people who 
live here  
3.50 .69 .02   
I have many fond memories of 
times in X County 
3.75 .74 .02   
I like to bring others to X 
County 
3.35 .78 .02   
I feel like I belong in X 
County 
3.52 .90 .01   
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Place meanings with the highest scores were Outdoor Living (mean 3.78, SD .83), 
Small-Town Feel (mean 3.71, SD .84) and Access to Urban Amenities (mean 3.69, SD .86). 
All place meanings averaged between 3 (neutral) and 4 (agree). Agricultural Pride and 
Tourism had slightly higher standard deviations (.90 and .92) than the other meanings, 
suggesting a slightly lower level of agreement among respondents. Of the attachment 
dimensions, place bonding was ranked highest with a mean of 3.52 (SD .90), place identity 
had a mean of 3.44 (SD 89), and place dependence had the lowest score with a mean of 2.94 
(SD .97). 
All place and attachment measures were approximately normally distributed with a 
slight left skew. Samples of 50 or more, regardless of spread, approximate normality such 
that slight skew has only miniscule effect (a few hundredths on the alpha) on regression, 
which avoids compromising the interpretability of the data through data transformation 
(Pituch and Stevens 2016). The Pearson bivariate correlation test reveals a significant 
relationship between all place meanings and attachment at the .01% level (Table 3.4). Place 
attachment was most strongly correlated with Small-Town Feel (.54), Caring Community 
(.49), Family Life (.45), Agricultural Pride (.44), Tourism (.44), and Outdoor Living (.43). 
The correlation was slightly lower for Prairie Conservation (.36) and Urban Access (.34). 
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Table 3.4 
Summary of Pearson Correlations for Place Meanings and Summated Place Attachment  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Multiple OLS regression of place meanings on age, years in county, income, 
education, gender, and living and working in the same county (Table 3.5) showed that these 
variables accounted for very little variance of the place meanings (1-5%). The same test on 
place attachment (Table 3.6) showed slightly more variance for place attachment dimensions 
(7-11%). Years living in county and gender had a small but consistent influence across all 
attachment dimensions. No variables were consistently influential across the place meanings, 
though years in county and gender were significant across three meanings each.  
Place Meaning 
Place 
Attachment  
Agricultural Pride .44* 
Caring 
Community 
.49* 
Family Life .45* 
Outdoor Living .43* 
Prairie 
Conservation 
.36* 
Small-Town Feel .54* 
Tourism .44* 
Urban Access .34* 
Note: *p  <  .01  
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Table 3.5 
Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Place Meanings  
 Agricultural Pride (n=470) Caring Community  (n=470) Family Life  (n=470) Outdoor Living  (n=474) 
Variable B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β 
Age .01** <.01 .09 <.01 <.01 .03 <.01 <.01 .03 .01* <.01 .09 
Years in County .01*** <.01 .18 . <.01** <.01 .11 <.01 <.01 .03 <.01 <.01 .05 
Income -.03 .03 -.04 -.01 .03 -.02 .06* .03 .09 .01 .03 .02 
Education .02 .03 .-36 .03 .02 .07 .03 .02 .07 .04 .02 .08 
Gender .04 .08 .02 .11 .08 .06 <.01 .08 <.01 .09 .08 .05 
Work/Live Same 
County 
.06 .09 .04 -.10 .08 -.06 -.02 .08 -.01 .05 .08 .03 
Constant 3.08 .23  3.07 .22  3.10 .22  3.14 .22  
Adj R2        .05 
                  <.01 
.01 
.14 
.01 
.17 
.01 
.10 P>F                                   
  Note: *p  <  .1 **p<.05.  ***p  <  .01 
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Table 3.5 (Cont.) 
Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Place Meanings  
 Prairie Conservation  
(n=474) 
Small-Town Feel  (n=465) Tourism  (n=473) Urban Access  (n=470) 
Variable B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β 
Age .01** <.01 .14 <.01 .00 .06 <.01 <.01 .05 <.01 <.01 .06 
Years in County <.01 <.01 .02 <.01*** <.01 .14 <.01 <.01 .03 <.01 <.01 -.03 
Income .04 .-3 .06 .02 .03 .03 <.01 .04 -.00 .05 .03 .08 
Education .03 .02 .07 .02 .02 .04 .07*** .03 .14 .01 .02 .03 
Gender .14* .08 .08 .32*** .08 .19 .10 .09 .05 .17** .08 .10 
Work/Live Same 
County 
.07 .09 .04 -.05 .08 -.03 .08 .09 .04 .03 .09 .01 
Constant 2.74 .23  3.08 .22  2.65 .24  3.13 .23  
Adj R2 .02 
    <.01 
.05 
<.01 
.02 
.04 
.01 
.18 P>F 
Note: *p  <  .1 **p<.05.  ***p  <  .01 
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Table 3. 6 
Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Place Attachment  
 Place Identity  (n=472) Place Dependence  (n=479) Place Bonding  (n=481) 
`Variable B SE B   β B SE B β B SE B β 
Age <.01 <.01 .06 <.01 <.01 <.01 <.01 <.01 -.07 
Years in County .01*** <.01 .29 .01*** <.01 .25 .02*** <.01 .34 
Income -.06* .03 -.09 -.04 .03 -.06 -.02 .03 -.03 
Education .02 .02 .03 .16 .08 .08 <.01 .02 <.01 
Gender .20** .08 .12 .16* .08 .08 .15* .08 .09 
Work/Live Same County <.01 .08 <.01 -.01 .09 -.05 <.01 .08 <.01 
Constant 3.01 .18  2.78 .20     
Adj R2 .10 
<.01 
.07 
<.01 
.11 
<.01 P>F 
Note: *p  <  .1 **p<.05.  ***p  <  .01 
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Discussion 
 In the mixed use landscapes of the Midwestern United States, dominant place 
meanings were found to be Agricultural Pride, Caring Community, Family Life, Outdoor 
Living, Prairie Conservation, Small-town Feel, Tourism, and Urban Access. Each of these 
meanings is connected to complex lifeworlds. This research has found a strong correlation 
between place meanings and place attachment. These findings make sense considering place 
attachment and meanings are generally thought to be two sides of the same coin (Brehm et al. 
2003; Kyle et al. 2004). To examine the differences among meanings, this research also 
found that that Small-town Feel and Caring Community were more strongly correlated with 
attachment than the other six meanings, at .54 and .49 respectively. It is interesting to note 
that these two meanings, as we have operationalized them, are more about the social aspects 
of place than the physical aspects. Researchers have found that over time, people tend to 
become more attached to these social aspects (Hay 1998; Larson, Freitas, and Hicks 2013; 
Stedman 2006; Soini, Vaarala, and Pouta 2012). Comparing our finding with these other 
researchers, we can begin to develop a more robust picture of the role of the social world in 
the development of sense of place.  
Looking to the interpretive findings from the research, it makes sense that Small-town 
Feel and Caring Community would be tied to place attachment. According to many in Jasper 
and Will Counties, rurality and community distinguished these counties from their more 
urban counterparts, Chicago and Des Moines.  It also makes theoretical sense that certain 
meanings would be more connected to attachment than others. For example, given what is 
known about the centrality of agricultural identities for many rural peoples (Alkon and 
Traugot 2008; Ngo and Brklacich 2014) and the perception of rural places as being special 
for their sense of community (Brown and Schafft 2011; Elder and Conger 2000; Salamon 
2003), one might expect Caring Community and Small-town Feel to be more related to 
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feelings of deep attachment. Part of the reason may be that these meanings are closely 
connected into larger sociocultural narratives about rural places. 
Place meanings were found to have weak relationships with background experience 
variables (years in county, living and working in the same county) and demographic variables 
(age, gender, income, and education), accounting for just 1-5% of the variance in scores. No 
variables were consistently influential across all place meanings. While years in county and 
gender were statistically significant across three meanings each, they were practically 
negligible in their impact. These findings go against others who have suggested that time has 
an influence on place meanings, where social meanings get stronger and physical meanings 
weaker (Hay 1998; Larson, Freitas, and Hicks 2013; Stedman 2006; Soini, Vaarala, and 
Pouta 2012). However, given the immersion of place meanings into life-worlds (Husserl 
1954) and their embeddedness in the world of symbols, culture, and values (Devine-Wright 
2013; Hull, Lam, and Vigo 1994; Stewart et al. 2004), and that values tend to be few and 
averse to change (Vaske and Donnelly 1999), it makes sense that place meanings would be 
relatively averse to change in the context of background experiences. Had we sought to 
measure specific objects of attachment (people, nature, landscape features) rather than place 
as a symbolic system of understanding (small-town feel, outdoor living, and several others 
from the list of place meanings), we may have found different results. These findings are 
interesting for land-use planning because it suggests a high level of resilience for many place 
meanings. Future research should explore the possibility of alternative independent variables 
that might affect place meanings. These variables may be related to values, beliefs, or 
specific prior experiences.  
The same experiential and demographic variables accounted for slightly more 
variance in place attachment measures (7-11%). Years living in county and gender had small 
but consistent influences across all attachment dimensions. However, such findings are still 
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relatively low. Such a finding resonates with my hypothesis based on prior research that 
particular experiences can increase levels of attachment for special sites (Milligan 1998; 
Moore and Graefe 1994; White, Virden, and van Riper 2008), but that time spent in a 
dwelling place has an insignificant role on levels of attachment (Brown and Raymond 2007; 
Raymond, Brown, and Weber 2010). Perhaps, had the survey included more pointed 
questions about experiences, such as whether a person had taken part in recreational activities 
recently, or whether a person engaged in community activities, a more significant relationship 
may have been found. Given that people often live somewhere for reasons that do not include 
appreciation of place (e.g. employment, cost of living, and being near family), the way 
meanings and attachment develop are likely very different from the special sites research. 
Our quantitative findings suggest this is the case, as does our convergent validity analysis 
where we found a large percentage of the survey respondents indicated their county was 
special for economic and other instrumental reasons. 
Scale is an important consideration here in understanding the lack of relationships 
between background experiences, demographic characteristics, place meanings and 
attachment. An explanation for these findings may be related to the pace of change 
participants highlighted as they discussed the last decade. Between 2000 and 2017, the 
population of Will County grew by 37%, making it the fastest growing county in the state and 
one of the fastest growing counties in the country. On the other hand, Jasper County has 
remained relatively stable since 1960. In addition, Will County is approximately 18 times 
more populated than Jasper County (692,661 vs 37,000, respectively). One mechanism that 
could lead some variables such as years in county and working and living in the same county 
to affect sense of place would be social transfer of place values from new to old residents, but 
given the high influx of residents in Will County, and the much larger population, it may be 
the case that a coherent set of shared place meanings at the regional level does not exist. 
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Given the high influx of residents, such transfer is likely not occurring that could otherwise 
create patterned senses of place among residents. Had we conducted the study in rural places 
not adjacent to urban centers, where the pace of change was slower, we might have seen a 
stronger effect of time and socio-economic status on place meanings. It is also possible that 
were we to look at Jasper County alone, we may find a stronger relationship between 
background experiences, socio-demographic characteristics, and sense of place. Because each 
community has their uniqueness in terms of degree of population being transient, we should 
be cautious in generalizing these findings across other rural places.  
Conclusion 
This research has outlined a mixed-methods study of place meanings, capitalizing on 
the strengths of interpretivist and positivist approaches (Creswell 2014; Johnson and 
Onwuegbuzie 2004). I have provided a careful outline of the standards of rigor for each of 
these approaches and demonstrated these standards through the findings such that mixed-
methods place research can be strengthened. The value of methodological pluralism here was 
that the interpretive research allowed for a more accurate understanding of place meanings on 
the front-end, and for interpretation of quantitative data on the back end, deepening 
understandings about place meanings (Williams 2014), while the positivist approach allowed 
for the examination of the relationships between attachment, meaning, and socio-
demographic variables. While this research approach was applied to counties on the rural-
urban fringe in the Midwest, the design could be used across a variety of settings. 
In this study, we identified eight place meanings related to landscapes of the rural-
urban fringe in two rural counties in the Midwestern United States and have found that some 
place meanings were more closely tied to place attachment than others. Future research 
should further explore the ways in which these place meanings and place attachment become 
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disconnected and operate separately. The practical significance of this research is to connect 
place attachment to place meanings, and provide some operational grist to understand that 
which residents are attached. Prior place attachment research leaves an open point regarding 
the content or object of the attachment.  In addition, prior place attachment research often 
assumes place meanings rather than inductively identifying them from the study site. This 
research provides a vision for place-making within contexts of landscape change, particularly 
landscapes on the rural-urban fringe.    
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CHAPTER 4: A RESILIENCE PERSPECTIVE ON PLACE: THE RELATIONAL 
NATURE OF PLACES AND SHIFTING MEANINGS OF RURALITY IN THE 
MIDWESTERN UNITED STATES  
 
Introduction 
In order to move sense of place from being a basis for understanding to an applied 
concept for landscape planning, it must be connected to changes in the physical world. As a 
colloquial term, people often think about place as referring to materiality and location, but as 
an academic concept, personal and social meanings are what makes space into place (Gieryn 
2000; Vanclay 2008). Thus, while places contain an element of physicality, they also contain 
immaterial components. The same biophysical landscape can contain many place meanings 
(Davenport and Anderson 2005: Masterson, Tengö, and Spierenburg 2017), and meanings 
vary in the extent to which they rely on changes in the physical world. For example, Soini, 
Vaarala, and Pouta (2012) and Stedman (2006) found that those who had been in a 
community the longest based their sense of place on social ties whereas those who had been 
there the least amount of time based their sense of place on the physical attributes of the 
place. These tangential links between place and biophysical change presents challenges for its 
application to planning.   
For the purposes of this paper, I would like to distinguish between socio-cultural place 
meanings, which are related to socio-cultural systems, from psychological place meanings, 
which are related to individual experiences. From a psychological perspective, place 
meanings may be connected to emotions (Manzo 2005), related to experience and use 
histories (Milligan 1998; Moore and Graefe 1994; White, Virden, and van Riper 2008) and 
vary across individual lifespans (Smaldone, Harris, and Sanyal 2008). This paper focuses on 
socio-cultural meanings, in which place is an integral part of lifeworlds, by which I mean 
interconnected beliefs and assumptions that form a sort of logic or coherency and allow in-
group understanding (Husserl 1954). Place is closely linked to socio-political and cultural 
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symbols (Devine-Wright 2013), identity (Stewart, Liebert, and Larkin 2004), and values 
(Hull, Lam, and Vigo 1994). Meanings may be acquired via interactions with others, media, 
and/or popular discourse, and do not necessarily rely on direct experience. For example, 
people who have never visited Yellowstone National Park may still value it because of 
cultural constructions of wilderness. Of course, this distinction, like all, does not function 
neatly in the real world. People are always inputting their individual experiences to help 
interpret socio-cultural place meanings and vice versa. Nonetheless, these larger socio-
cultural meanings are often shared among groups, are connected to social institutions, and fall 
in line with peoples’ roles in society (Stedman 2016). Such patterns aid the sociological study 
of place meanings.  
Understanding the relationship between place and landscape change is also 
complicated by a lineage of place research, which treated place much like early cultural 
anthropologists treated culture: emphasizing sameness over adaptation and framing place as 
change-aversive as pointed out by others (Raymond, Kyttä, and Stedman 2017; Stedman 
1999). Scholars have positioned place as being in need of preservation against forces of 
change, particularly globalization (Low 1994; Schofield and Szymanski 2010; Tengberg et al. 
2012). In this framing, place is ‘saved’ by suspending its change and preventing 
transformation. Such thinking runs quite parall`el to the thinking of early environmental 
preservationists, who sought to ‘save’ nature by holding it in preserves and anthropologists 
who sought to save cultures in similar ways. We could go so far as to say that place itself is 
constrained by the historical context in which it arose, namely the colonialist ambivalence 
towards its own modernizing influence.   
The idea that researchers should better theorize the relationship between place and 
change is not new (Massey 1994), and scholars continue to develop new approaches to seeing 
place as a process, such as the concept of place-making, the set of interactions wherein 
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people create places (Pierce, Martin, and Murphy 2011). However, in order to better theorize 
the relationship between place and change for landscape planning, it can help to have a better 
understanding of the processes by which places undergo change in the course of their 
interactions in social-ecological systems. Resilience thinking could improve theorizing about 
the relationship between place and change by providing a useful metaphor from which to 
understand place systems.  
In this paper, I will develop a theoretical foundation for understanding place meanings 
from a resilience perspective. As will be elaborated, resilience reconceptualizes place as a 
complex system built upon a historical trajectory and capable of crossing thresholds. My 
research will operationalize this foundation, particularly the concepts of resilience, equilibria, 
perturbation, adaptation, and thresholds by applying these concepts to three places in the 
Midwestern United States.  
Place Resilience 
Resilience thinking is a general term for a larger set of ideas that emphasizes the 
interaction between parts over material stability. C.S. Holling first identified resilience as “a 
measure of the persistence of systems and of their ability to absorb change and disturbance 
and still maintain the same relationships between populations or state variables,” (Holling 
1973, p.14).  In resilience thinking, systems move through adaptive cycles with changing 
levels of resilience and rigidity, two competing forces. Each level (from microscopic to 
global systems) contains their own cycles with distinct forces and processes. However, these 
cycles are semi-autonomous, meaning they are also impacted by cross-scalar effects that 
move up and down levels. Cross-scale linkages contribute some information to the next 
higher level (slower) and stabilizing conditions for the lower (faster) levels (Holling 2001). 
This set of nested cycles is often referred to as the Panarchy (Gunderson and Holling 2001).  
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Systems go through periods of equilibria, where minor perturbations may occur but 
the main system components remain intact (Folke 2006). Resilience could be thought of as 
the extent to which a system can absorb perturbations and remain in relative equilibrium. 
Adaptability is the ability to change responses to stressors (Moore et al. 2014) in order to 
ensure resilience (Walker, Holling, Carpenter, and Kinzig 2004). In social-ecological 
systems, adaptability is the component that relates to human management and could be 
thought of as primarily a function of humans acting to manage the system or respond to 
changes in ways that enable the persistence of the system (Walker et al. 2004; Walker and 
Salt 2012). When the system can no longer absorb or adapt to perturbations, transformation 
occurs. Transformation marks an abrupt change from small and incremental changes. When a 
system crosses a threshold, its structures are too weak and a rapid reorganization becomes 
necessary (Walker et al. 2004), changing the social and ecological elements that drive the 
system (Moore et al. 2004; Westley et al. 2013). Eventually, the transformed system moves 
into a new equilibria state and the cycle begins again.  
While many have used resilience in the context of discussing places, it is often used in 
a vague, normative sense, such as linked to valuing community autonomy through the 
concept of community resilience. These uses of resilience do not necessarily engage with 
place as a system (Berkes and Ross 2013) and are therefore distinct. In taking a systems 
approach, resilience thinking emphasizes the relationships between parts (function) over the 
material stability (form). With this shift, resilience can be measured as a functional aspect of 
the system that persists despite changes to the system’s material makeup. Applied to place, 
research may seek to understand how people manage to create a sense of belonging (function) 
even when much about the material world (form) is in flux (Tengberg et al. 2012; Hausmann, 
Slotow, Burn, and Di Minin 2016). A resilience view of place formulates places themselves 
as complex systems rendered functional by unique interactions between social and ecological 
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components of the system. Importantly, resilience is a descriptive part of the adaptation cycle 
and not always normatively good. 
In Figure 4.1, I apply a commonly used schema for understanding resilience to sense 
of place. In this figure, place is represented as a ball, existing within a basin of attraction. 
Each basin represents a sense of place transformed from an earlier place. A stable place 
would be one in which the ball is entirely balanced at the bottom of the basin, in equilibria, 
however this is rarely (if ever) the case. Changes might shift the relative position of the ball, 
but it will generally remain within the same basin. This is the sameness that many researchers 
become fixated on. Places tend towards sameness (equilibria) in the face of minor changes. A 
place at equilibria would require substantial perturbations to force a transformation.  
Resilience thinking postulates only a small number of key interactions that keep 
individual systems at equilibria (Holling, 2001). Applied to places, this means there are 
several key relationships which, if changed, would force place meanings to cross a threshold. 
When major perturbations occur, the system loses its ability to maintain its former state and 
crosses a threshold where the key relationships between parts fundamentally shift and rapid 
reorganization occurs, leading to an altered sense of place. Larger perturbations (understood 
in Figure 1 as a greater push on the ball) mean more momentum and greater possibility of 
crossing a threshold. The idea of place as able to cross a threshold resonates with what others 
have found. Major landscape changes tend to increase awareness of the benefits of places and 
lead (Cheng and Chou 2015; Irvine et al. 2016) and others have pointed to the idea of place 
disruption, a similar concept that highlights the impermeability of place (Brown and Perkins 
1992; Di Masso et al. 2019), the difference being that resilience thinking suggests sense of 
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place is not destroyed, but rather the broken pieces of a once coherent sense of place are 
reformed into a new place. It is transformed.    
Figure 4.1: Place exists within a moving system. It tends towards equilibrium at the bottom 
of the basin, but disturbance can act as a momentum towards a threshold. Resilience can be 
understood as the extent of disturbance a place can withstand without crossing this threshold. 
Once it crosses, its key parts are reorganized into a new place system. 
 
Resilience, represented by the vertical line in Figure 4.1, could be measured as the 
amount of change a place can withstand while staying in the same basin. As highlighted 
earlier, sense of place is connected to values, ideology, symbols, and the physical landscape. 
Thus, what I am calling one ‘meaning’ encapsulates many parts (values, symbolism, 
ideology, etc.) that function to create a coherent place meaning tied to lifeworlds. All of these 
play a role in creating the resilience of the system at hand. There are far fewer socio-cultural 
place meanings than personal place meanings, and they tend to be more long lasting and 
averse to change, but these socio-cultural places can still cross thresholds. There are 
foundational components of socio-cultural places which, if changed would cause place to 
cross a threshold. For example, consider socio-cultural place meanings tied to wilderness and 
American heritage for Yosemite National Park. While many components of the space can 
change (new roads, buildings, fires and regrowth, etc.), place meanings can remain 
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unperturbed. However, if Yosemite managers added a theme park to the center of the site, 
complete with virtual bear encounters and pinball fly-fishing, many of its meanings may 
seem under threat. The point is, place meanings are tolerant of some changes and intolerant 
of others. These changes are about the type of change and not merely the extent of change. 
The perturbations that cause places to cross thresholds are unique to the place system at hand. 
Lest I overextend this naturalistic metaphor, I would point out that physical spaces 
tend to have many meanings attached to them and this resilience view may seem to imply that 
there is only one meaning. However, I believe there could be many place meaning systems 
occurring at any given level at the same time and any place meaning could be studied as its 
own system. Place systems can perhaps be best distinguished by looking at their historical 
trajectories. As a place meaning crosses a threshold, the old system does not disappear, but 
rather parts linger and contribute to the restructuring that creates the new place meanings. 
Transformation is neither novel nor random. It is predicated upon some elements of the prior 
place meanings. Place is understood as relative to elements of its past, and these elements 
linger as reorganized threads of extant place meanings. Place meanings, even when 
constructed during the same temporal span for the same space, have distinct histories, which 
can be recovered. This resonates with what we know about the relationship between place 
and change. Change is an important agent through which people make sense of the world and 
create meanings for places (Fresque-Baster and Armitage 2012; Stewart et al. 2004; 
Davenport and Anderson) and social-cultural place meanings are always embedded in history 
(Tuan 1974; Glacken, 1967). It is difficult to talk of place; what a place is, without trying to 
understand what a place once was. 
Place meanings across scales are not neatly nested, and their expression depends on 
context. Key cross-scale linkages impact a system (Holling 2001), as evidenced by the ways 
place meanings are often constructed in relation to their embeddedness within larger and 
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smaller scale places and their articulation depends on the setting. For example, place 
meanings related to Illinois may be influenced by meanings for being a Midwesterner. 
However, what functions as a key component of place at one scale is not necessarily a key 
component at other scales. For example, people in Chicago, as a place known somewhat for 
its hurried pace, may not share Midwestern place meanings tied to hospitality. Another way 
to say this is that place meanings across geographic scales have qualitatively different key 
components, even when geography overlaps. However, in this example, when entertaining 
guests from New York, a Chicagoan may feel keenly aware of the Midwestern qualities that 
linger in Chicago. In this case, Midwestern place meanings are likely not a cornerstone of 
Chicago place meanings, but a cross-scale linkage that complicates the neat presentation of 
place meanings for Chicago.  
Place Resilience and Ecosystem Services 
Understandings of the resilience of a place should be developed with locally grounded 
indicators of resilience sensitive to the scales at which the researcher is seeking to understand 
(Sterling et al. 2017). If, as resilience thinking suggests, there are key interactions that drive 
an individual place meaning, then researchers and planners should be able to identify and 
track them as indicators of resilience. Indicators are often used in the ecological sciences as a 
measure of a particular component of the system that provide some sign of the health of the 
system (National Research Council 2000; Niemi and McDonald 2004). Indicators of place 
resilience could be useful to quickly understand place systems and identify acceptable 
changes and plans for the future. One avenue for indicators of place resilience is to engage 
with the literature on ecosystem services (ES). Broadly, ecosystem services are the benefits 
people receive from nature (Fisher, Turner, and Morling 2009). ES as a concept is inherently 
in line with resilience thinking because it focuses on the interactions between humans and 
their environment (function) in a systems framework that considers the material and 
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immaterial components. A common schema for ES divides services into provisioning 
(material goods), regulating (ecological processes), and cultural services (immaterial 
benefits) (MEA 2005).  
While the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment included sense of place as a cultural 
ecosystem service (2005), and researchers have taken on the challenge of engaging place as 
such (Urquhart and Acott 2014; Plieninger, Dijks, Oteros-Rozas, & Bieling 2013), all 
ecosystem services are, to an extent, place-based (Bryce et al. 2016; Chan et al. 2012; 
Masterson et al. 2017). Place meanings shape attitudes towards social-ecological interactions 
(Masterson et al. 2017). What counts as a service depends on the expectations people have 
for that particular place. Consider, for example, one would expect to catch whitefish in the 
bay of Green Bay but not in the Gulf of Mexico. While this might seem trivial, it highlights 
an important point: Services are services in relation to contexts (places), and expectations for 
services relate to the value people give to nature and place meanings. ES represent functional 
interactions required for the resilience of places. Thus, the reformulated relationship here is 
that sense of place drives the interpretation of ES, rather than being an ES itself, and changes 
to ES can indicate threats to places. 
The ES framework is particularly useful for the study of rural place resilience, as rurality 
tends to be closely associated with expectations for particular relationships with the 
environment. Rural places are often framed in relation to rapid urbanization around the globe 
and rural areas are often depicted to represent many of the things that have been lost through 
urbanization including connections to nature (Lichter and Brown 2011; Garkovich et al. 
1995). People move to rural places to experience close bonds with nature (Smith and 
Krannich 2000) and urbanites often ‘play’ at being rural through fairs, foraging, and hunting 
and fishing (Lichter and Brown, 2011; Woods 2009). Americans tend to have a collective 
nostalgia for small family farms that includes reminiscing about ‘simpler’ times and 
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connections to nature (Bowen and De Master 2014; Kellogg Foundation 2002). In summary, 
place meanings tied to rurality drive expectations for ES that include close connections to 
nature and outdoor recreation. Because meanings for rurality may be based upon indirect 
ideas about what it means to be rural and are not always formed from direct experience 
(Logan, 1996; Bowen and de Master, 2014), we might expect more agreement about those 
key ES than shared history might otherwise bring about. It is important to bear in mind that 
access to ES are stratified across sectors of society, and it is likely that there are dominant and 
marginalized rural place meanings in any given society with differing ideas about the 
important components for resilience. For example, rural residents at large may see a shift 
from agricultural production to agricultural tourism as a sign of place resilience, the ability to 
absorb change while maintaining a connection to agricultural heritage, while others, 
particularly farmers, may see a shift from agricultural production to tourism as a fundamental 
threat to the nature of rurality because their place meanings are closely tied to agriculture and 
its related ES. Rural place resilience still begs the question of whose place meanings and 
should be interpreted cautiously and not as a normative good for all. In the rest of the paper, I 
apply these ideas to explore the meanings for rural places in the Midwestern United States 
across three sites in Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin. 
Methods 
I will apply this theoretical framing of place resilience to understand place meanings 
for rurality across three sites: Jasper County, Iowa, Will County, Illinois, and the Green Bay 
region of Wisconsin. All three sites are in the Midwestern United States and contain rural and 
urban spaces in a complex matrix (though I focus on the meanings for rurality), providing a 
useful context to understand places as existing across temporal and geographical scales.  I 
will look for the evidence of place equilibriums, thresholds, key indicators of nearing a 
threshold, cross-scale linkages, and adaptations to increase resilience. From these 
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components, I will see if it is possible to get a sense of rural place resilience at each of these 
three sites.  
Across the three sites, fifty-three stakeholder interviews and three focus groups with 
twenty-four participants were conducted between March of 2016 and November of 2017 
(Table 4.1). Participants were chosen to represent a wide range of perspectives related to 
planning for the future of the regions in terms of agriculture, land use, economic 
development, education and workforce development, recreation and tourism, and 
conservation planning.  
Table 4.1 
Stakeholders involved in interviews and focus groups divided into those related to 
development and political positions and those related to natural and agricultural resources. 
Site 
Development and 
Political (n) 
Natural and 
Agricultural (n) 
Total by Site (n) 
Jasper County 7 8 15 
Will County 6  11 17 
Green Bay Region 9  12 21 
Total by Group (n) 22 31 53 
  
The interviews and focus groups were intended to understand the array of place 
meanings, future growth scenarios, and ecosystem services. Discussions centered on current 
and future senses of place in the county, prospects for growth, attitudes towards growth, and 
the links people saw between themselves and the environment. Member checks by sending 
participants summaries of the interviews and focus groups for them to review.  
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Meetings were typed into transcripts and data were analyzed using three rounds of 
focused coding revolving around codes, categories, and themes (Bazeley 2009).  Interviews 
and focus groups were first coded into text about sense of place, threats (of any sort). I 
postulated that identification of threats would serve as a basis to understand perceptions of 
good and bad change. I identified all human-environment mentions before coding them into 
ES in order to ensure that all ES were accounted for.  
Because a major goal was to understand how place and change interact, an additional 
level of analysis was conducted where threats and ecosystem service changes were analyzed 
for their relationship to sense of place. This approach focused on larger chunks of text taken 
as narratives, rather than breaking the text into many small codes, applying a more 
ethnographic approach to sense making (Geertz 1973). I focused particularly on landscape 
changes and place meanings that were shared among multiple participants and looked to 
understand the complexity of how people see place (an equilibrium) interacting with changes 
(a perturbation) to their local landscapes. To maintain the integrity of these three different 
sites, each was analyzed separately. At the completion of thematic analysis, the sites were 
compared for similarities and differences. 
Sites 
Will County, Illinois 
Will County, Illinois located south of Chicago, is a matrix of rural, urban, and 
exurban spaces. As of 2017, the county had a population of 692,661 in a larger Chicago 
metropolitan area of over 9 million. Will county is unique from other Chicago collar 
counties; Forty-three percent of its land is still in agricultural production, primarily corn and 
soybeans, and much of the county is rural. Will County is also home to conservation areas 
including the 16,000-acre Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie, and over 21,000 acres of Will 
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County Forest Preserves that protect prairies, forests, savannas, barrens, and wetland 
ecosystems.  The demographic makeup of Will County is more diverse than the other two 
study sites. Sixty-three percent of residents are white, twelve percent are black and eighteen 
percent are Hispanic. It is also more educated (34% have a bachelor’s or higher), and higher 
income (median household income of $80,783).  
The county has experienced a rapid influx of residents and landscape changes. 
Between 2000 and 2017, Will County experienced a 37% population increase, with most of 
that being between 2000 and 2010. While maintaining a high degree of agricultural and 
protected land, conversion of agricultural lands has also given way to suburban growth, 
industrial development, and freight transportation centers. Several projects are in progress 
including a new highway through the county, and the possibility of a third Chicago airport to 
be located within the largely rural Eastern side of Will County. Between 2000 and 2017, the 
population of Will County grew by 37%, making it the fastest growing county in the state and 
one of the fastest growing counties in the country.  
Jasper County, Iowa 
Jasper County, located east of Des Moines, is a rural county with a population of 
about 37,000. As of 2012, approximately 80 percent of its land was in agricultural 
production. The area boasts many distinct small towns, each with their own unique attractions 
and qualities. It also has a growing recreation and conservation sphere including an 8,000-
acre tallgrass prairie refuge. Ecosystems include prairies, woodlands, and wetlands. The 
Skunk River cuts through the southwest of the county. Jasper County is a relatively 
homogenous community. Ninety-four percent of residents are white, two percent are black, 
and two percent are Hispanic. Education is lower than the US average as 18% have a 
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bachelor’s or higher compared to the US average of 31%. Median household income is near 
the national average at $56, 363.  
Over recent decades, Jasper County has adapted to changing economic opportunities. 
The home appliance company Maytag once employed over 3,000 people, but left Jasper 
County in 2007. However, the county is diversifying in healthcare, agricultural operations, 
and a growing wind turbine industry, while exploring further opportunities related to 
grassland protection. The county population has been relatively steady since 1960. 
Green Bay Watershed, Wisconsin 
The Lower Fox-Green Bay watershed of Wisconsin (GB region hereafter) 
encompasses parts of five counties (Brown, Door, Marinette, Oconto, and Outagamie). As of 
2017, the five-county population was over half a million (553,457). Brown and Outagamie 
counties are remarkably similar in their composition. Both have over half of their land in 
agricultural production. They also both have major metropolitan areas. Green Bay in Brown 
County is the third largest city in Wisconsin with a population of 104,000 and Appleton in 
Outagamie County has a population of 72,263. In addition, these two counties are 
experiencing rapidly increasing populations and rapidly decreasing agricultural land. This 
region is on average 91% white, 4% Hispanic (existing mostly in Green Bay and Appleton), 
and 1% or less of other races. Twenty-five percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher and the 
median income ranges from $44,958 in Marinette County to $61,523 in Outagamie County. 
The region has approximately 34% of its land in agricultural production. The percent 
agriculture ranges from 14% in Marinette County to 64% in Outagamie County. While 
agriculture and industry are important, the region, like many across the Midwest, continues to 
move towards a service economy. Across the five counties, population in Brown and 
Outagamie County grow at around 1% per year, while populations in Marinette, Oconto, and 
Door Counties have seen minor decreases but have remained relatively steady. The GB 
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region includes many state, federal, and county protected areas and Door County is known 
for having more parks than any other county in Wisconsin with five state parks, 19 county 
parks, and many local parks and natural areas. Ecosystems include coastal wetlands, islands, 
headwater forested streams, and remnant upland grasslands, and Green Bay itself, which is 
the largest freshwater estuary in the world. 
Findings 
Maintaining the open spaces of Will County, Illinois 
Compared to the other two research sites, Will County might seem considerably more 
urban. Its top city, Joliet, has a population 129,000 compared to the 37,000 total population of 
Jasper County. It has more people in one county than live in the five-county Green Bay 
region in Wisconsin. However, for research participants, its proximity to Chicago accentuated 
its rural features and was a basis of comparison. Participants saw their rurality as making 
them attractive to outside visitors: “I think who visit us…they’re from more urban areas… 
They like that it’s not like driving through DuPage County (a neighboring county).”  The 
positioning of rural spaces in the larger urban-rural system was a cross-scale linkage that 
influenced values and meanings for rural places in Will County. The presence of highly 
developed urban and industrial spaces in and around Will County made all open space feel 
rural by contrast. Because rurality was a distinguishing feature, people felt that it should be 
protected: “Well I think it’s a number of things, it’s the rural sense of place, sort-of a 
lifestyle, way of living, it’s also part of the historical context of the region.” Another shared: 
“This urban-rural feature is really important in terms of what I like about Will County and 
maintaining a rural presence…should be a priority.” People wished to maintain an 
equilibrium based around rurality. Next, we will see if we can extrapolate those system 
features that would constitute rurality for people who lived in Will County.  
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Agriculture was not considered an essential system interaction for maintaining 
rurality, as exemplified by a local land use planner:  
“So if you look, we don’t designate commercial, agriculture, et cetera.  We do 
rural, urban, suburban.  That’s how we think.  People moved out here for the rural 
atmosphere, but it didn’t matter to them if that meant agriculture so that’s how we 
planned.”  
Rather than agriculture, a necessary component for rurality was the maintenance of open 
space in general. Many sentiments were shared about the openness of Will County in 
comparison to other counties: “It’s not like where it’s just like endless, endless (houses) and 
it’s never going to end…There’s wide open spaces that people are drawn to, and they find 
that very desirable.” Will County had experienced rapid growth between 2000 and 2010. For 
some, open space was a sign of limited growth. It was an attempt to prevent another influx of 
new residents:  
“I have a narrow perspective of suburbanization. I think as we build all sorts of 
homes, what’s been neglected is building a community. It’s just a bunch of roofs. 
It’s just a bunch of people out there, and there’s no sense of community that 
ultimately binds and makes people want to stay for a long time…And non-
suburban land owners. That affects their ability to stay.” 
In addition, open space was a central component of rurality because it provided 
particular ES associated with socio-cultural images of rural living. People had certain 
expectations for ES in rural places, specifically the kinds of encounters they expected to have 
with nature. Rural ES were tied to agrarian relationships to animals:  
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“Everybody wants a pig in their backyard or a chicken in their backyard…You 
know, it just seems kind of that they want to grow it, or they want to move into 
suburbia and then they want to have a farm you know?”  
Open space, both natural and agricultural landscapes, also provided aesthetic benefits and 
opportunities to recreate: “I like the landscape and this—you know, the outdoors, nature, I 
like prairie, I like soils, I like timber, I like wildlife. It just provides that opportunity.” 
The meaning of rurality sometimes came into negotiation. There were conflicts with resident 
who wanted the benefits of rural living but to incorporate some features of urban or suburban 
living. One person explained:  
“People come out here on a 1-acre lot, ½ acre lot and they came from Oak Lawn 
(a city) or wherever…They don’t get it that the urbanized amenities are not 
here…And I think that’s something a lot of people struggle with.”  
While people wanted open landscapes and all the ES that go with rural living, they also 
wanted urban amenities. Participants sometimes expressed concern that simple demands such 
as sidewalks, restaurant chains, and housing were threats to rurality that could push place 
over a threshold. These simple requests could incrementally alter the county until it lost its 
rural qualities. In particular, residential sprawl was seen by all who were interviewed as the 
key perturbation that threatened to push the county towards a place threshold, removing open 
space and destroying the distinctive rural qualities of Will County.   
 In the threat of rapid development, agricultural and natural places came to be seen as 
aligned under a broader category of ‘open space,’ whereas in the past, agricultural and natural 
areas were seen as acting in competition. From one angle, the shift from agriculture to open 
space in general provides prima facie evidence of adaptation to ensure the resilience of 
rurality in the face of sprawl. Some local organization, traditionally focused on natural areas 
133 
 
had expanded their scope to include agricultural preservation, as explained by a land 
manager:  
“We’ve moved to learning about agricultural preservation. They are doing it in 
Kane County (neighboring county) and other places. Their forest preserve went 
out to acquire farmland to keep it as a farm and not houses.  Some people don’t 
want a forest, but they don’t want it developed either.”  
Compared to houses, even conservation workers preferred agriculture: “I would rather see 
corn, even though corn fields aren’t the greatest things in the world for conservation, it’s 
better than a subdivision or a strip mall.” Another participant shared:  
“In the next few years, open space will be viewed as different as trucks and traffic 
increase. Midewin (a grassland preserve in the county) is not generating 500 
trucks like other areas. People will see the value of agricultural and open space. 
At least it’s not more warehouses.”  
 However, this adaptation could also be interpreted as evidence of having crossed a 
threshold. In the past, agriculture was the cornerstone of rurality for the region. Evidence of 
the past place system, where agriculture was fundamental was often discussed through an ES 
framing. For example, some mourned loss of the connections to food, as evidenced by this 
individual: “Food connects us to the land, connects us to the Earth, and also to each other, so 
having that agricultural sense of place is good for us just as human beings.” Similar 
connections between agriculture and concern for the land were made by others: “We want 
them to sense that green is good, that it protects water and development…but the land isn’t 
valued as much because it is not farmed.” These quotes reveal a sense among some that the 
loss of agriculture affected cultural ES tied to working the land. It also points to the presence 
of different place systems tied to different histories. If people had a history tied to agriculture, 
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they were more likely to see the ‘open space’ heuristic as a place threshold, while non-
farmers were more likely to see it as a sign of resilience.  
Overall, open space was the distinguishing feature that marked rurality in Will 
County. This feature, regardless of whether the land was used for agricultural or recreational 
purposes, was connected with a people’s desire to be connected to functional ecosystems and 
embedded in processes of engagement with non-human species. Open space represented 
potentiality and acted as a buffer against rapid development and population boom. A shift 
from seeing agriculture as fundamental to seeing all open space (agriculture and natural) as 
fundamental for rurality is evidence of an adaptation to increase the resilience of rurality in 
the region. Enhancing the resilience of rurality here would likely entail the protection of open 
space and the maintenance of the urban-rural dichotomy through regional land use planning.  
Maintaining community individualism in Jasper County, Iowa 
Place meanings within the larger urban-rural system, in this case the city of Des 
Moines and surrounding suburbs, were a cross-scale linkage in Jasper County, Iowa. 
Particularly, participants framed Jasper County as more authentic than surrounding towns and 
cities:  
“There’s really strong community identity in all of these places, and that’s 
something that I think we need to market in Jasper County…because of some of 
the facelessness of the metro of Des Moines area. I mean we like to joke that 
they’re building fake town squares and we have the real town squares….”  
For many residents in Jasper County, the urban, suburban, and exurban spaces lacked in 
sense of place. Jasper County on the other hand was unique: “…but you know, joking aside 
we do feel like there’s an identity to Jasper County that’s distinctive.”  
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In the minds of many participants, exurbanization (i.e. where space is regionalized 
and small towns become commuter towns for a local city) threatened to push Jasper County 
over a place threshold. It threatened to move Jasper County from rural authenticity to 
becoming a bedroom community. For example, when asked what she would like to see in the 
future, one person answered, “I’d like to see the community grow from within rather than 
become bedroom-type communities for working downtown.” In Jasper County, the standard 
for good growth was the difference between town development and regional development. 
Another elaborated on the importance of developing the individual towns such that they 
remain self-sufficient. This individual wished that: 
 “…there’s the infrastructure there for them. It’s not just housing. There’s places 
for them to get a tenderloin or swing by a small grocery store and pick up 
sandwich stuff to go someplace…There’s enough there to support them, that we 
aren’t just becoming the dreaded bedroom community with not much else going 
on.”  
We can see in this quote how the fear of becoming a bedroom community was tied to losing 
town-based identity. Participants were also concerned that exurbanization caused the 
breakdown of social community: 
“We have a sense of community for each town. We’re getting to be a bedroom 
community and people are moving from Des Moines.  How do you keep that 
closeness when you don’t have that long history with people?”  
Overall, in the presence of regionalization, the senses of place for the relatively small towns 
sprinkled across Jasper County were under threat and headed towards a place threshold where 
distinctive qualities and the autonomy of individual towns gave way to regionalization. 
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Once again, place resilience is complicated by partial perspectives. Town leaders 
fought to avoid becoming bedroom communities, while also actively seeking new residents. 
Population growth was vital to the economy of towns in Jasper County: “We actually just 
don’t have enough people, so we struggle even then with our employers who are expanding. 
We just don’t have even enough people.” Growth was seen as necessary, but made a tricky 
balancing act: “Folks…have some struggle that they’re becoming a bedroom town of Des 
Moines. We want growth but not so much that it becomes a suburb. We embrace the 
community, but welcome new changes.” In resilience terms, population change itself (form) 
was not a threat, rather the role of local social relationships as a cornerstone of community 
(function) was the threshold indicator. The heuristic of a ‘bedroom community’ enabled 
participants to avoid framing residential growth itself as a threat to place, while providing 
some qualitative standard of what kind of residential growth is desirable (more people who 
live and work in the county and contribute to community life).  
From an ES perspective, the resilience of rural towns in Jasper County was tied to the 
environment. Naturalness was connected with rural authenticity. For example, one person 
shared:  
“I think that quality is the authenticity of it, and I think that’s where it gets into all 
of the natural resources in their most natural state and preserving those…There is 
an authenticity to it. It’s not just something that we’re making it look good. It’s 
that we’ve cherished it and preserved it in its natural state.”  
Rural authenticity also came from the distinct natural resource histories of individual towns: 
 “Every town in the county has its own identity. I live in Colfax, a big mining 
town post-Civil War and with mineral springs. There were spas, hotels, and 
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because of that…You want to see development and recreation opportunities, and 
at the same time balance identity of the communities.”  
This quote shows how natural resource histories were part and parcel of the unique sense of 
identity of each town. Recreation-based ES also helped create a sense of community central 
to rurality that could slow exurbanization. Specifically, it was seen an opportunity to keep 
people living and working in the same town:  
“They may have a job here, but how do you keep them here? So, do they have a 
conservation board or the park system that makes them want to reside there as 
well? So, balancing that quality of life with the job, but also that’s where they 
want to live.”  
It was also seen as a source of potential economic development that could provide more jobs 
for local residents:  
“One opportunity that we have here, that is one of the hottest tourist growth areas 
in the country, is the recreation trails that are connected to a large metro. We have 
that opportunity here. The connection to the Des Moines metro gives you access 
to 600,000 people, and they have money, and studies show that bike trail tourists 
are more highly educated, more prosperous. They have money. They’re going to 
spend money.”  
People saw recreation as providing a large influx of tourist dollars and local employment 
opportunities that provided local jobs. Thus, the availability of local recreational 
opportunities served as an indicator of quality of life that encouraged people who worked in 
the town to live there and people who lived in the town to work there. Recreational 
development could be seen as an adaptation to ensure the resilience of rurality in the face of 
regionalization. 
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Jasper County has not experienced the kind of rapid physical changes we saw in Will 
County, and there was no evidence that a place threshold had been recently crossed. Unlike 
Will County, agriculture and protected areas were still often seen as at odds, in competition 
for the same land. Participants shared stories of tension between converting or restoring 
tallgrass prairies and using the land for agriculture: “It’s the most productive farmland in the 
world, and so, you establish more grassland areas, and you’re taking that land out of 
agriculture, That’s not going to lay well with certain people.” In this context, protected area 
conservation was sometimes seen as being part of the broader threat to rurality. However, as 
resilience thinking suggests, it did not threaten to destroy rurality but rather threatened to 
transform the meaning of rurality to encompass more passive recreation and non-agricultural 
livelihoods. While some advocated for this change, others wanted to avoid it, once again 
tying place systems and thresholds to social stratification. 
Agriculture in Jasper County, and Iowa in general, was seen as more connected to 
larger systems (national and global) than local ones. For example, one person shared:  
“On the agricultural end, I don’t think people realize how many foreign visitors 
come through the Des Moines airport…and they’re coming to Iowa primarily for 
agriculture… There’s people around the world seem to know Iowa better than 
some of your own friends.”  
While there was no question that Jasper County would continue to be agriculturally oriented 
from a landscape perspective (they have 80% land use in agriculture), discussions with 
community leaders tended to focus more on the potential of recreation than on agriculture as 
cornerstone of what makes the place special. They sometimes shared a concern that locals 
were out of touch with agriculture: “We take for granted our everyday.  This is a farm 
community and people still say, ‘Oh, I didn’t know you could buy cheese.’  People grew up 
139 
 
here and didn’t pay attention.” The disconnect between agriculture and the local community 
reveals the ways agriculture was more connected to national and global place systems, and 
for many residents did not neatly nest into the local place system, yet for farmers who are 
rooted in the landscape, its expression is necessarily local.  
People enhanced rural place resilience through the use of a key initiative that 
protected the town-based identities associated with rurality in Jasper County. An organization 
known as Hometown Pride promised to develop town-level planning and marketing materials 
towards the vibrancy of communities. It filled a critical role in the resilience of Jasper County 
by providing towns with space to deliberate and identify their sense of place and vision for 
the future. This organization allowed the county to grow while also maintaining important 
place characteristics tied to the unique identity of individual towns.  
Overall, town-based identity was a distinguishing feature tied to the resilience of 
rurality in Jasper County. People saw the autonomy and authenticity of communities acting as 
a buffer that allowed them to ensure it did not cross-place thresholds tied to regionalization 
and exurbanization. Natural areas were framed as connected to this resilience in the sense that 
they bolstered the ability of towns to keep people living and working in their communities, 
and provided unique identities tied to natural resource histories. However, the agricultural 
component of Jasper County was at risk of becoming peripheral to place in the face of 
recreational development. Jasper County sought adaptation to place pressures through town-
based planning such as Hometown Pride. Enhancing resilience would likely entail regional 
planning that integrates the identity of individual towns to a larger regional place. 
Maintaining small family farms around Green Bay, Wisconsin 
More than the other two sites, GB region participants expressed the centrality of 
agriculture for rurality. Wisconsin as a whole is well known for its agricultural products, 
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particularly dairy production and cheese manufacturing and even its license plates are 
adorned with a classic red barn. One participant shared: 
“I spend a lot of time thinking about or talking to people about how things look. 
Dairy farming is certainly iconic in terms of how things look to people. And that 
is what I talk about, when I think about small town.  I like being able to feel like 
you’ve left town and now you’re driving out in the country, that there is actual 
literal demarcation between that and sprawl.”  
People recognized that visitors and locals appreciated the agricultural landscape as something 
they had come to expect for the rural places in the region.  
The area was experiencing agricultural intensification, including an influx of 
concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), leading to a situation where there were 
more large farms but fewer farmers overall. In this study site, place values for rurality were 
largely split between those who saw agricultural intensification as the perturbation that 
caused the place to cross a threshold, and those who saw it as the driver of rural resilience. 
Those who saw agricultural intensification as a sign of resilience purported that the region 
was remaining agriculturally vibrant in the face of pressures that might threaten to destroy it. 
Many farmers, politicians, and economic development representatives expressed that 
industrialization of agriculture was economically necessary. One person explained: “It 
actually makes farming profitabled; sustainable…in order for them (farmers) to succeed and 
to be sustainable they have to grow in size.” Such quotes and others revealed a distinct place 
system based around the resilience of economically viable agriculture. 
For many, however, the small, family farm was a central part of the place values. 
These individuals saw industrialization as a perturbation that threatened to push rurality over 
a place threshold. What many referred to as ‘megafarms’ were seen as qualitatively different. 
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For example, one person shared: “I view agriculture and large animal operations as separate. 
For me, it is just my personal view.  I do not view them as farming.” In this view, agricultural 
intensification led to changes in the fabric of the community. Industrial farms disrupted local 
social and ecological systems. One person shared:  
“I know regulations are out there but still the land, I want to say it is much more 
factory use. If a farmer did it, he knew each square and took care of each square, 
and now it is just…employees running them just to get the job done.”  
People saw agricultural intensification as a threat to the physical landscape and the sense of 
community that once tied farmers to their lands. 
In this trend of fewer and larger farms, agricultural tourism emerged as a nascent 
adaptation to ensure the resilience of the small family farm. One person explained:  
“Well agri-tourism is really a big business right now if you are in the tourism 
industry. People want to come to the city and enjoy some of the other attractions, 
but they have a very sincere interest in dairy farming, seeing a dairy operation, 
touring a cheese factory, and then again expanding into the culinary, the 
vineyards and how beer is made and all that, farm to table is really big.”  
By marketing the region’s agricultural heritage as related to small family farms, they were 
able to maintain that place value, even in the face of actual change to the structure of 
agriculture in the region. However, it was unclear whether this adaptation would be sufficient 
to avoid a place threshold. Agricultural tourism preserved the iconicity of the family farm but 
did not rely on the presence of economically or ecologically functional farms. For example, 
someone shared:  
“There are still a lot of old barns people are using whether people are doing arts 
and crafts in them, whether people are selling paintings in them, whatever they 
142 
 
are doing they are still keeping that same culture…but turning your barn into a 
wedding barn or popping up a winery that has got the trolley tours coming 
through, it makes that neighborhood different. You are not living next to a farm,”  
Such conditions for agricultural tourism were not sufficient for ensuring the resilience of 
small farmers themselves. One person described it as “rural gentrification” in the sense that 
farmers could be priced out of being able to live in rural places. In this case, it is unclear 
whether adaptation to agricultural tourism is or will be sufficient for the persistence of rural 
place meanings in the GB region. 
In terms of ES, active recreation was a very important part of the place system. People 
highlighted the shared recreational heritage: “Really just about everybody I know is some 
kind of fisherman. And it breaks the ice to say, ‘I have a boat let’s go.’” There were many 
active recreation interest groups such as hunting and fishing clubs. Active recreation, 
particularly hunting, was under threat due to rapid residential sprawl. In the context of 
residential sprawl, farms and outdoor recreation were often seen as aligned. For example, one 
person shared:  
“I drive through subdivisions now where I think, I used to work goose on that 
field, and now it is houses…The biggest complaint is the user conflicts between 
the guides who traditionally hunted deer in an area and all of a sudden they try 
and go there and somebody comes out and kicks them out and says well we own 
this woods now…”  
Historically, farmers were generally willing to allow hunters access to their property. 
Residential development took up most of the land that was once owned by local farmers, 
preventing hunters from their traditional hunting grounds. Connections between recreation 
and agriculture seemed to be weakening. One farmer wondered: “How come the deer hunters 
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are not reaching out to the farmers? We have less and less of that.” In the presence of 
agricultural intensification and residential development, social networks that aligned 
agriculture and recreation were diminishing.   
Overall, some saw small farms were as tied to the resilience of rural places in the GB 
region, while others saw agricultural intensification was tied to the resilience of rurality. 
Through a close association between small farms and sense of community, the small family 
farm came to represent cultural ecosystem services tied to stewardship values and 
recreational heritage. Industrial farms came to represent the persistence of rurality tied to 
natural resource extraction. A resilient place system here would need to find ways to balance 
the economic viability of agriculture in the region with the somewhat rigid embeddedness of 
small farms in the place system. 
Discussion 
 I have provided three case examples of resilience cycles related to changing place 
meanings for rurality in the Midwestern United States. I have demonstrated that in line with 
resilience thinking (Holling 2001; Walker and Holling 2012; Walker et al. 2004), places 
experience periods of equilibria, perturbation, thresholds, and transformation (Figures 4.2, 
4.3, 4.4, and 4.5). In all three cases, rurality was seen as desirable. Rural places across 
America have their share of problems, including high poverty and low social and economic 
diversity (Tickamyer, Sherman, and Warlick 2017). Nonetheless, people who partook in this 
research generally wished to maintain the rural, not because it was without flaws, but because 
it was the status quo. In resilience terms, their meanings for rurality were an equilibria that 
people wanted to keep. Often, participants’ imagined alternate states were framed as a coarse 
opposite around which current place meanings could be understood and valued. 
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Figure 4.2  
Rural Place Resilience in Will County Illinois. The center represents current place meanings tied to open space. On either ends are past and 
future stable states tied to meanings for rurality. Adaptation is an action that could increase resilience and was represented by collaboration with 
agriculture and natural areas preservation. 
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Figure 4.3  
Rural Place Resilience in Jasper County, Iowa. The current place system is based around rurality tied to municipal independence. A future stable 
state may mean rurality as a system of interdependent small towns. Adaptation is an action that could increase resilience of the current system 
and was represented by town based development initiatives. 
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Figure 4.4 
Rural Place Resilience around Green Bay, Wisconsin Group 1. In this view, rurality required small family farms. Adaptation which could ensure 
the resilience of this system was tied to agricultural tourism. A possible future place system saw rurality as including industrialized agriculture. 
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Figure 4.5  
Rural Place Resilience around Green Bay, Wisconsin Group 2. In this view, rurality required viable agriculture. Adaptation which could ensure 
the resilience of this system was tied to industrialization. A possible future place system moved towards rurality as diffuse residential spaces. 
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 While Will County and Jasper County generally had one widely held place system 
related to rurality, Green Bay had two, one related to agricultural iconicity and the other 
related to an agricultural economy. (Part of the reason for this divergence may be that the site 
encompasses a much larger physical geography than the other two sites.) Will County was 
unique in that its past stable state where rurality meant agriculture could still be evidenced as 
people talked about the county and provided evidence of a threshold crossing. 
In each place, residents were making key adaptations to increase resilience in the face 
of perturbations. In Will County, residential and industrial development were perturbations. 
Will County had expanded its meaning and planning for rural spaces to incorporate open 
space, regardless of land use. This opened the ability for rurality to be phenomenologically 
present even in the face of large changes to agriculture. In Jasper County, regionalization and 
exurbanization were perturbations. Jasper County adapted by engaging in town-based 
development initiatives such as Hometown Pride, where individual towns maintained their 
unique identities. In the Green Bay region, agricultural intensification was a perturbation to 
some while residential sprawl was a perturbation to others. For those who emphasized the 
iconicity of small farms, agricultural tourism ensured its persistent integration into local 
identity. Those who emphasized the economy of farming framed agricultural intensification 
as an adaptation that ensured its persistence.  
Each of the three sites had different landscape change heuristics that marked an 
imagined threshold. These could be thought of as the short devices by which people were 
able to track movement towards thresholds. In Will County, it was a problem of losing open 
space and becoming urbanized. In Jasper County, it was a problem of losing individual towns 
and becoming exurban. In Green Bay, for some it was a problem of losing the small, family 
farm and becoming industrialized. For others it was a problem of losing agriculture and 
becoming residential. Thresholds could be thought of as coarse opposites to local 
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understandings of rurality, around which people developed their values related to rurality and 
understood undesirable change. These social-ecological indicators (open space, individual 
communities, small, family farms, and agricultural industrialization) could be thought of as 
central components for place resilience.   
Each site also had different ideas about ES and how they were affected by place 
changes. These ES changes were another way to track movement towards thresholds. In Will 
County, people saw open spaces as providing opportunities for interaction with nature while 
urban spaces represented disconnection. In Jasper County, people saw natural resources as 
contributing to a unique identity as part of extraction-based heritages, while regionalization 
represented the homogenization of these many ecological histories. In Green Bay, some saw 
rurality as linked to family farmers’ stewardship of nature. Others saw rurality as linked to 
agriculture regardless of farm size.  
Conclusions 
While I have represented these three cases as revealing different rural place systems, they 
were also remarkably similar in their concerns. For example, people in Jasper County, like 
Will County shared concerns about losing a connection to nature as the area became more 
developed. People in Green Bay, Wisconsin, like those in Jasper County, shared a concern 
about becoming exurban, bedroom communities. However, I chose to focus on the most 
prevailing themes that emerged at each site because it allowed me to present a variety of 
ways people understand and track shifts in rural places and the ways in which locations may 
have different emphases based upon their unique histories and growth trajectories. 
Future work on place resilience should include further development of the theoretical 
aspects of resilience. For example, more exploration of how places go through adaptive 
cycles could help to better theorize about the temporality of places, namely why some are 
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long lasting and others more ephemeral. Such work may also clarify the relationship between 
place and resilience. In adaptive cycles, connectivity and potentiality are at odds; when one is 
high the other tends to be low. This indicates that place meanings most intensely connected in 
the fabric of social-ecological systems are the least resilient to change. Lest an adoption of 
resilience as inherently good lead to the wholesale adoption of all change, we must develop a 
theoretical framework of place resilience that does not use it in such a vague normative sense. 
Such work calls for the integration of concepts across science and humanities related to 
resilience. 
Future work should also include the further development of applied assessments place 
resilience for planning contexts. The aforementioned theoretical work may lay the grounds 
for normative frameworks for landscape planning. This paper makes a strong case for place-
based regional planning in urban-rural matrices. Across all three sites, people shared the 
difficulty of maintaining rural places in the larger landscape of an urban-rural matrix as well 
as the value added to rurality by the presence of nearby non-rural places. This paper also 
presents a relatively straightforward way for land use planners to conceptualize the nature of 
place change through the incorporation of resilience thinking. 
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY 
Environmental management is at a crossroads. Down one road is a long history of 
reactive approaches where environmental problems are ameliorated through direct 
intervention in ecological systems (e.g. restoration, enhancement, protection). Down the other 
road are proactive approaches that seek to change the societal structures that give rise to 
environmental problems (e.g. regulations, policies, and institution building). Reactive 
approaches are vitally important, but limited in that they essentially work to repair the broken 
pieces (externalities) of an imperfect system. The importance of incorporating more proactive 
management has long been emphasized (Buysse and Verbeke 2003; Hunt and Auster 1990; 
Murillo-Luna, Garcés-Ayerbe, & Rivera-Torres 2011). However, proactive approaches to 
environmental management are also limited by practitioners’ modest sphere of influence 
within the system and by the stratification of knowledge among different sectors of society 
where acting in expectation of future events is difficult. Organizations have a higher 
likelihood of being proactive if they involve a range of stakeholders (Buysse and Verbeke 
2003), and strong social networks can help solve complex environmental problems (Ostrom 
2010). More collaborative approaches to environmental management are needed, as are more 
opportunities for social learning among different sectors of society.  
This dissertation has explored the utility of social-ecological systems (SES) resilience 
as a conceptual basis for envisioning ideal environmental management approaches and as a 
tool for guiding landscape conservation planning. Resilience is “a measure of the persistence 
of systems and of their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same 
relationships between populations or state variables,” (Holling 1973, p.14). The concept of 
SES creates space for the analysis of nature and society as a unified system. Through these 
chapters, I have demonstrated that the connections between nature and society exist in such 
dense networks that to understand one is necessarily to understand aspects of the other. For 
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example, in northeastern Wisconsin understanding the health of the local ecosystem was also 
related to understanding perceptions of societal structure, meanings for rurality, and power 
related to who has a right to use resources and occupy rural spaces. Similarly, in Will County, 
Illinois and Jasper County, Iowa place meanings related to grassland conservation were one 
of many potential uses for the space that included different kinds of development, and these 
meanings were understood in comparison to one another and not separable along the lines of 
natural-cultural.  
While the idea of nature and society existing as one is not new (e.g. natureculture in 
Latour 1993 and socionatures in Swyngedouw 1999), the systems lens takes a unique turn by 
emphasizing the relationships between parts (function) over the material stability (form), 
providing a prescription for management that allows change. SES resilience holds potential 
as a viable framework for environmental managers because it postulates only a small number 
of key interactions that keep individual systems running smoothly (Holling, 2001). In SES, 
adaptability is the component that relates to human management and could be thought of 
primarily as a function of humans acting to manage the system or respond to changes in ways 
that enable the persistence of the system (Walker, Holling, and Carpenter 2004; Walker and 
Salt 2012). Adaptability has, at times, been controversial because it implies people making 
small incremental changes to survive in what may be a dysfunctional system (Kates, Travis, 
and Wilbanks 2012). However, resilience thinking also postulates the concept of 
transformation, which marks an abrupt change from the small and incremental changes. 
When a system crosses a threshold, its structures are too weak and a rapid reorganization 
becomes necessary (Walker et al. 2004), changing the social and ecological elements that 
drive the system (Moore et al. 2014; Westley et al. 2013).  
Social-ecological systems are complex, and the mechanistic/controllable connotations 
that the word ‘system’ might invoke are misleading. As I have shown by bringing place 
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meanings into the dissertation, SES are affected by human interpretations of the world around 
them. These interpretations are not random, but they are diverse, complex, and difficult to 
predict, adding a high degree of chaos to the system that (perhaps frustratingly) eschews most 
efforts at rigid control. As demonstrated in this dissertation, even the meaning of rurality 
within a shared time across three sites of the Midwestern United States was different 
depending on each location’s unique history. Yet, because many place meanings are related 
to lifeworlds, or the interconnected beliefs and assumptions that form a sort of logic or 
coherency and allow in-group understanding (Husserl 1954), there are patterns that can be 
observed and studied. Lifeworlds tend to be relatively persistent and give rise to socially 
shared interpretations. The challenge moving forward lies in the merging environmental 
management with the rigorous study of meanings to develop proactive policies internally 
consistent with peoples’ lifeworlds. 
Rurality 
One might be curious why a dissertation focused on the improvement of the 
environment would focus on human interpretations for built landscapes (rurality): Society 
and ecosystems are unified (SES) and understanding meanings for the built environment 
provides an angle from which to understand how the environment figures into peoples’ lives. 
For example, I have found that in Will County, Illinois and Jasper County, Iowa place 
meanings tied to grassland protection tend not to be connected to peoples’ identities or to 
elicit strong feelings of bonding to their homes, while agricultural pride was closely related to 
identity. In Green Bay, Wisconsin, I found that clean water was understood through a lens of 
who has a right to use (and pollute) rural spaces. This dissertation has sought to bring 
together a view of environmental conservation as situated in and understood through place 
meanings related to rurality. These place meanings are tied to larger socio-cultural ways of 
understanding the world are related to the history of meanings for rurality, which sometimes 
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include specific constructions about idealized agrarian and community life. In the United 
States there tends to be a collective nostalgia for farming that includes reminiscing about 
‘simpler’ times (Bowen and De Master 2014) and rural places are often seen as the 
‘storehouse’ of traditional values (Lichter and Brown 2011, p.568). Rural places are often 
framed in relation to rapid urbanization, and rural areas are often depicted to represent many 
of the things that have been lost through urbanization (Garkovich et al. 1995; Lichter and 
Brown 2011).  
Summary 
In chapter 2, I looked at stakeholder narratives about the causes of and solutions to 
water pollution in northeast Wisconsin. This work focused on the ways that water pollution in 
northeastern Wisconsin was tied to the politics of who has the right to inhabit and use rural 
spaces, and how these politics were mobilized through a discourse about ideal rural 
community life. I postulated that such institutional narratives could serve as indicators of 
whether sectors of society are integrated. Conflicting narratives indicate social learning has 
not created integrated narratives about the nature of change the social-ecological system. This 
type of analysis brings to light the work people do to influence and change the meanings of 
institutions, making visible forms of power related to changing the discourse. In this case, I 
found two distinct narratives. The first narrative problematized agricultural intensification, 
based on a premise that it led to amoral decision-making and signified farmer greed and 
broken political systems. The second narrative problematized residential sprawl on the 
premise that it strained already struggling farmers, exacerbated the pollution problems, and 
signified society’s general indifference towards agricultural livelihoods and persons. Both 
narratives shared an underlying structure that connected social and ecological degradation. 
These findings have implications for social learning because they indicate a schism between 
agriculturally affiliated and non-agriculturally affiliated residents.  
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Chapter 3 focused on identifying place meanings for rural landscapes on the urban 
fringe in Illinois and Iowa and exploring their relationship to place attachment. Being able to 
quantify place meanings can enable a closer examination of how meanings are affected by 
changes to the landscape. It can also enable a closer examination of how meanings are tied to 
attachment. I argue that the quantification of place meanings is only in the spirit of place 
research if it is securely and rigorously grounded in the study context. I outline a mixed-
methods approach that includes interpretive qualitative research and positivist quantitative 
research. Overall, eight place meanings were identified through interviews and assessed via 
surveys. Experiential and demographic variables, such as how long a person has lived in the 
county, age, or income, did not have a sizable impact on place meanings. However, the place 
meanings of Small-town Feel, and Caring Community were found to be significantly 
correlated to place attachment. This may be because they are part of larger lifeworlds that 
give meaning to rurality and tie it to identity. Such findings suggest that some place meanings 
are deeply connected to the fabric of the social-ecological system.  
Chapter 4 integrates all three study sites through a resilience framework where places 
are complex systems that exist within domains of attraction, able to withstand change unless 
pushed towards a threshold where rapid reorganization occurs. I apply these concepts to 
assess shifting meanings for rural places. Across the three sites were different perceptions of 
place thresholds related to their comparisons to urban, exurban, and industrialized places and 
their unique histories. In Will County, the threshold to avoid was becoming urban and this 
was understood through a heuristic of open space. In Jasper County, the threshold to avoid 
was exurbanization and this was understood through the forces of regionalization. Green Bay 
had two place systems related to rurality. One was related to agricultural iconicity and the 
threshold to avoid was agricultural intensification. The other was related to an agricultural 
economy and the threshold to avoid was becoming a residential area. These findings provide 
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a way to understand interpretations of landscape change through a resilience framework and 
better conceptualize the effects of environmental management in rural places. 
Next Steps 
Finding ways to analyze SES place resilience paradigm can open more possibilities 
for proactive approaches by showing opportunities for societal integration and demonstrating 
the perceived role of the environment in peoples’ lives. Future research should examine 
whether similar relationships between meanings, attachments, and perceptions of 
environmental degradation exist in other places. Furthermore, while this dissertation has 
elucidated upon meanings for rurality and hinted at their relationship to environmental 
degradation, it is limited in the prescriptions that can be gleaned. Large questions loom: How 
do we integrate sectors of society to create social learning? How should meanings for rurality 
be used in the development of conservation policies? What role should sectors of society play 
in the development of solutions? These are questions that a large body of researchers from 
biologists to sociologists to ethicists should continue to work on. Collaborative conservation 
also requires collaborative research.  
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